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ABSTRACT 
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Drawing from research in involvement, message incongruency, schema theory 

and associative memory models, hypotheses were developed predicting that message 

incongruency will have differential effects on information processing within levels of 

high (HI) and low (LI) involvement subjects. It is argued that various characteristics of 

an executional cue may not affect HI and LI consumers in traditional ways prescribed 

by peripheral- versus central-route processes. Rather, the presence of incongruencies 

between the visual and verbal elements within a print ad may have a greater attractive 

force and motivate more thorough elaboration of pictorial and copy information than 

congruent elements. 

Although support for hypotheses was limited in terms of statistical significance, 

cell means were remarkably consistent in the predicted directions and proportions, 

especially for recall of copy information and recall of the primary picture object 

representing the various conditions of congruency and incongruency. These patterns 

provide some support that the two dimensions of incongruency, relevancy and 

expectancy, do play a role in information processing for both high- and low-

involvement consumers, impacting both the processing of verbal and visual elements. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

TntrnHiirrinn anri Ratinnale 

A recent print ad for the Ford Ranger features a rhinoceros rollerblading. This 

unusual image, significantly larger than the image of the Ford Ranger and placed in a 

more centralized position in the ad, serves a strategic function: it represents an attempt 

to penetrate viewers' perceptual filters. Ever searching for new, creative ways to grab 

and hold attention, many advertisers are turning to weird, bizarre, and peculiar visuals 

to draw in viewers living in a world of ever-increasing, mass produced images. The 

inclusion of unexpected images, such as a rollerblading rhino, is just one of many 

executional cues employed to motivate viewers to process information. 

Maclnnis and Park (1991) note that a number of consumer research studies 

focus on the effect of executional cues (e.g. pictures, source characteristics, music, 

message sidedness, etc.) on high- (HI) and low-involvement (LI) consumers' 

processing of ad information. They argue that the general conclusions drawn from 

these studies may oversimplify the relationships among levels of involvement, the use 

of executional cues, and the type of processing (message- vs. non-message-based). The 

typical conclusion drawn from these studies states that executional cues will 

predominantly affect attitude formation processes of LI consumers, and that HI 

i 

J 
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consumers will largely ignore such executional cues, focusing more on the advertised 

message (Maclnnis & Park, 1991). 

Such conclusions have contributed to a widely accepted typology of processing: 

namely, LI consumers engage in peripheral (non-message based) processing that attends 

to executional cues and HI consumers engage in central (message based) processing, 

with little or no motivation to attend to executional cues. However, Maclnnis and Park 

(1991) maintain that the reason these conclusions have emerged from past studies is that 

many researchers have only a superficial understanding of executional cues. Goodstein 

(1993) arrives at a similar conclusion, observing that despite the critical role that 

involvement plays in determining the depth of ad processing, there is little research that 

has empirically tested variables that affect processing motivation. Indeed, very few 

studies examine the possible differential impact that characteristics of a given 

executional cue may have on LI and HI subjects' processing of ad information. Such 

research is warranted, therefore, given the possibility that various characteristics of an 

executional cue may not affect HI and LI consumers in traditional ways prescribed by 

peripheral- versus central-route processes. 

For instance, Maclnnis and Park (1991) found that two dimensions of music— 

"fit" with the advertised message and "indexicality" (ties to past emotion-laden 

experiences)~affect message- and non-message-based processing for both HI and LI 

consumers. For example, although "high indexicality" attracted LI subjects' attention 

J 
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to the music, this attentional focus created incidental attention to the message for LI 

subjects and distracted HI subjects' attention from the message. 

Moreover, Miniard, Lord, and Dickson (1988) reported varying effects on 

brand attitudes for both HI and LI subjects when they were shown different 

characteristics of a picture. Kahle and Homer (1985) found that different source 

characteristics—likability and attractiveness-differentially affected brand attitudes and 

recall for both HI and LI consumers. These results suggest that some characteristics of 

an executional cue may affect information processing in ways not fully prescribed or 

captured by models incorporating central versus peripheral route processing. 

This paper focuses on an important executional cue that merits attention in the 

area of involvement research, message incongruence. Incongruency is a strategy often 

used in advertising, involving the introduction of information into an ad that is 

incongruent with a consumer's previously developed schemata or expectations (Heckler 

& Childers, 1992). The expectation is that consumers will attend to and more deeply 

process information that is incongruent with expectations. 

Research in this area is relatively new and has focused primarily on visual 

incongruencies or on the effects of presenting overlapping verbal and visual 

information versus verbal information only. Unfortunately, few studies have actually 

examined the impact of alternative picture and word combinations on information 

processing (Heckler & Childers, 1992). Moreover, no studies to date have examined 
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the effect that message incongniency between visual and verbal components in a print 

ad have on LI and HI subjects' processing of information. 

Recognizing the need for an integration of involvement research and 

incongruity, Goodstein (1993) observes that "consumer researchers have examined how 

the fit between the stimulus and the category [schema] influences processing but have 

not examined how consumers' goals might influence this process" (p, 88). By "goals," 

Goodstein refers to a consumers' motivation to process information contained in an ad. 

Similarly, Lee (1995), in studying the degree of congruity between products and their 

associated category schema and the level of consumers' involvement, criticizes past 

studies in these two areas of research. He argues that one of the limitations of these 

two models [schema congruity and involvement] is that they place a "lopsided emphasis 

upon either the informational or the motivational factor, when in fact, both factors 

might have a simultaneous influence on the evaluation process" (p. 210). 

Given the lack of research in this area, this study examines the possible 

differential impact that message incongruency—manipulated through discrepancies 

between the visual and verbal components of print ads~has on HI and LI subjects' 

information processing. In developing hypotheses for this study, this paper begins with 

a review of the relevant literature in the areas of personal/situational involvement, 

message incongruity, and the multidimensionality of incongruity as set forth by Heckler 

and Childers (1992). Finally, schema theory and Hastie's (1981) associative memory 



model will be used to form the conceptual framework from which hypotheses will be 

developed and the experiment conducted. 

Conceptual Development 

Tnvnlvemenr 

Attention to and comprehension of a print ad are influenced by a consumer's 

opportunity, ability, and motivation to process ad information (Maclnnis, Moorman, & 

Jaworski, 1991). Opportunity is defined as "the extent to which distractions or limited 

exposure time affect consumers' attention to brand information in an ad" (Maclnnis et 

al., 1991, p. 34). Ability to process, on the other hand, refers to the skills or 

proficiencies of interpreting brand information in an ad and is largely a function of the 

amount and type of knowledge a consumer has acquired through experience (Celsi & 

Olson, 1988). Finally, "motivation," as defined by Park and Mittal (1985), is goal-

directed arousal. In the context of advertising, the goal is related to the processing of 

brand information (Maclnnis et al., 1991). While Celsi and Olson (1988) note that 

most researchers conceptualize motivation to process information in terms of a 

consumer's involvement with the informational stimuli (Block & Richins, 1983; 

Cohen, 1983; Greenwald & Leavitt, 1984; Houston & Rothschild, 1978; Lastovika & 

Gardner, 1979; Mackenzie & Spreng, 1992; Mitchell, 1981; Petty & Cacioppo, 1981; 



Zaichkowsky, 1985), the degree to which consumers are involved in processing 

advertisements has produced some controversy. 

Goodstein (1993) notes that early models of advertising processing made the 

assumption that consumers notice and attend to many elements of an ad, including its 

words, setting, layout, design and claims. Interestingly, most of these earlier models 

assumed that individuals view stimuli with great intensity and are highly motivated to 

process the material contained in an advertisement. Maclnnis and Jaworski (1989) 

note, however, that more recent research shows that many ads are processed in a less 

effortful way, perhaps because consumers are less motivated to process ad information. 

Considering that the average American is exposed to an estimated 1,700 advertising 

messages a day, it is of little wonder that many messages are processed with little 

cognitive effort (Larson, 1992). Levels of involvement do, however, affect consumers' 

attention and comprehension processes. 

A consumer's involvement with a product usually depends upon the personal 

relevance or importance of that product (see, e.g., Celsi & Olson, 1988; Park & 

Hastak, 1994; Petty and Cacioppo, 1986). A general finding in research on 

involvement is that highly involved message recipients, when compared to relatively 

uninvolved recipients, are characterized by more attention to and more cognitive 

elaboration of attribute information and less reliance on "peripheral" cues (such as 

source credibility or endorser attractiveness) contained in the message (Park & Hastak, 



1994). The Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) of persuasion perhaps best 

articulates this view (Park & Hastak, 1994). 

KlahnraHnn T ikelihnofi MnHpl Involvement is an important moderating 

condition in advertising research and has been studied extensively by consumer 

researchers (Andrews, 1988; Celsi & Olson, 1988; Cialdini, Petty, & Cacioppo, 1981; 

Gardner, Mitchell, & Russo, 1985; Greenwald & Leavitt, 1984; Krugman, 1965; 

Maclnnis & Park, 1991; Park & Hastak, 1995; Park & Young, 1986; Petty, Cacioppo, 

& Schumann, 1983; Zaichkowsky, 1985). The involvement construct plays a key 

explanatory role in many models in advertising, such as the Elaboration Likelihood 

Model (Petty & Cacioppo, 1981; 1983; 1986), the Attitude-Toward-Ad-Model (Lutz 

1985; Mitchell & Olson, 1981), and the Integrated Information Response Model (Smith 

& Swinyard, 1982). For the purposes of this study, however, the focus will be on the 

Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) offered by Petty and Cacioppo (1979, 1981, 

1986) which has made some key theoretical predictions based on consumers' level of 

involvement in an advertised message (Andrews et al., 1990). 

The ELM model posits the existence of two routes to persuasion: the "central 

route" and the "peripheral route". In the case of advertising, the former is employed 

when individuals are both motivated and able to think about the merits of the product as 

presented in the ad. Those engaging in high elaboration of the message are referred to 



as "high" in involvement. Such consumers may spend a considerable amount of time 

reading the verbal copy of the ad, with little interest in the visual components. 

The peripheral route is employed when individuals are either unmotivated or 

unable to think about the ad, and thus they may be influenced by cues in the immediate 

surroundings, such as characteristics of the endorser (Petty et al., 1983) or the mere 

number of arguments presented (Petty & Cacioppo, 1984). These consumers may only 

glance at an advertisement for a second or two before moving to the next ad and, thus, 

may only recall the name of the product or perhaps a few visual components of the ad. 

Stiff (1986) identifies some alleged weaknesses of Petty and Cacioppo's model 

that have relevance to this study. Stiff argues that the ELM assumes that message 

recipients must choose between two information processing strategies; central or 

peripheral processing. He argues, however, that HI individuals may exert more 

cognitive effort and "choose to process both types of persuasive information before 

deciding to accept or reject message recommendation" (p. 77). In other words, Stiff 

argues that the ELM assumes that individuals will only process either message content 

cues or peripheral situational cues, depending on the level of involvement. 

Furthermore, Stiff cites research that suggests that individuals are not limited to 

single cue processing, but are capable of parallel cue processing (Lindsay, 1970; 

Lindsay, Cudding & Tulving, 1965; Treisman, 1970; Treisman & Feamley, 1971; 

Tulving & Lindsay, 1967). Kahneman's (1973) elastic capacity view of attention 
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provides evidence of parallel cue processing. According to Kahneman's model, 

humans are multi-channel, limited capacity processors who are capable of parallel 

processing multiple stimuli. The difficulty of the processing task affects the amount of 

processing capacity available to the individual, with individuals processing more 

difficult tasks exerting more effort and creating more capacity than those processing 

simpler tasks (Kahneman, 1973; Stiff, 1986). 

Petty, Kasmer, Haugtvedt, and Cacioppo (1987) refute this criticism, claiming 

that Stiff misunderstood and misinterpreted the ELM and stating that "We do not know 

where Stiff got the idea that the ELM requires single channel information processing. . 

." (p. 237). The authors explain that when elaboration likelihood is high, people will 

process all subjectively relevant information as they attempt to evaluate the central 

merits of the advocated position. Thus, both source and message information may be 

processed simultaneously by a HI individual. 

Although Stiff and Petty et al. disagree on interpretations of some aspects of the 

ELM, both agree on multi-channel information processing. Both Stiff (1986) and 

Kahneman, Peavler, and Onuska (1968) offer support for this claim of parallel 

processing. The existence of multiple channel processing is crucial to the present 

study, as will be discussed later. 

Involvement's Cnncepfiial Framework. While the ELM framework is useful in 

explaining how consumers process ad information and has made key theoretical 



predictions based upon the intensity and direction of one's involvement in an advertised 

message, the construct of involvement has been surrounded by much controversy in the 

literature. There are numerous conceptual definitions and measurements of 

involvement that sometimes conflict with one another, thus making it difficult to 

include this construct in a study. The absence of a single unequivocal definition makes 

comparisons among studies very difficult, and inhibits efficient accumulation of 

knowledge (Poiesz & de Bont, 1995). 

In developing a conceptual definition for involvement, it is important at this 

point to briefly review some streams or major groupings of involvement 

conceptualizations: (1) attention/ processing strategies, (2) personal/situational 

involvement (Andrews et al., 1990), and (3) enduring/product involvement. 

Attention/processing research conceptualizes involvement as the level of attention, 

comprehension, and direction of processing (e.g., brand vs. non-brand processing) that 

occurs during exposure to an ad (Cohen, 1983; Gardner, Mitchell, & Russo, 1978; 

Mitchell, 1979). Attention and processing are viewed as important stages in the 

acquisition of information and influenced by the level and direction of involvement 

(Andrews et al., 1990; Mitchell, 1981). For instance, HI subjects are expected to 

focus all attention on the ad and execute a brand-processing strategy. For LI subjects, 

they either use a non-brand-processing strategy or do not pay any attention to the ad 

(Andrews et al., 1990). 
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Researchers in the attention/processing category of involvement 

conceptualizations (Cohen, 1983; Gardner, 1978; Greenwald & Leavitt, 1984; 

Laczniak, Muehling, & Grossbart, 1989; Mitchell, 1981) view involvement as a 

process that may be represented by process-involvement levels (i.e., preattention, focal 

attention, comprehension, and elaboration), each requiring more attentional capacity. 

The more attentional capacity used, the higher the level of involvement. For instance, 

those consumers shown to have processed an ad at preattention or focal attention stages 

are said to be at low-involvement levels, while those requiring greater capacity (e.g., 

comprehension, elaboration) are at higher levels of involvement. 

The second group of involvement conceptualization is personal/situational 

involvement. This group represents research that defines involvement based on the 

idea that issues, situations, or messages can have significant consequences on, or be 

personally relevant to, one's own life (Andrews et al., 1990). Researchers in this area 

(Bumkrant & Sawyer, 1983; Celci & Olson, 1988; MacKenzie & Spreng, 1992; Petty 

& Cacioppo, 1981, 1983, 1986; Petty, Cacioppo, & Schumann, 1983) have provided 

insight into the role of antecedents (e.g., personal relevance, need for cognition, 

personal responsibility, etc.) in involvement-induced persuasion (Andrews et al., 

1990). Research in this area primarily draws from the Elaboration Likelihood Model 

for its theoretical basis. 
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A third group of involvement conceptualizations is enduring/product 

involvement (Andrews et al., 1990). For researchers in this area (Celci & Olson, 

1988; Houston & Rothschild, 1978; Lastovika & Gardner, 1979; Zaichkowsky, 1985), 

people are viewed as having "relatively stable and enduring involvement levels with a 

particular stimulus (e.g., a product class)" (Andrews et al., 1990, p. 33). This 

definition differs from attention/processing and the personal/situational 

conceptualizations which view involvement as situationally specific or transitory. For 

instance, under enduring/product involvement, computer buffs would be expected to 

remain consistently high on involvement over time for information dealing with 

computers. However, under states of situational involvement, such as consumers who 

might win a product in a drawing (as in this study) or have just made a purchase of a 

product, the level of involvement may change as the situation changes. 

Conceptualizations of involvement arising from the first grouping, 

attention/processing, draw upon what Andrews, Durvasula, and Akhter (1990) refer to 

as the "consequences" of involvement, and not the construct itself. Andrews et al. 

(1990) note that measures of involvement under this group, such as the number of total 

and directed cognitive responses (Park & Young, 1986), elaborate and complex 

encoding strategies (Celci & Olson, 1988), recall and recognition responses (Leigh & 

Menon, 1987), and persuasive outcomes (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986), confuse 

involvement with its consequences. Indeed, cognitive response generation can be the 
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result of many factors beyond one's level of involvement, including accessibility of 

thoughts, response opportunity, general verbosity, and personality traits (Andrews et 

al., 1990). Given that this study examines the effect of levels of involvement and 

message incongruence on recall and recognition, if the involvement construct were 

synonymous with cognitive responses, there would be no need for including this 

construct in the study or any other study examining information processing. The nature 

of involvement in this study focuses more on the levels of involvement experienced 

prior to message exposure and not to involvement levels during or after message 

variables have altered involvement levels. From the personal/situational involvement 

perspective, then, an individual is considered high in involvement if they are interested 

in purchasing a watch, for example. Upon viewing a watch ad, they are still 

considered high in involvement. Under the attention/processing perspective, a person 

might not be interested in purchasing a watch, but upon viewing a print ad showing an 

affordable, elegant watch, the initially LI individual is now considered high in 

involvement as he/she elaborates upon the ad. 

This paper also does not draw from the third grouping which conceptualizes 

involvement in terms of an enduring state. Involvement studies dealing with, for 

example, political or religious messages might be best served by conceptualizing 

involvement more as an enduring rather than a transitory state; but in the advertising of 

products, the situational context is critical. Celsi and Olson (1988) note that a 
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consumer's perception or feeling of involvement with an object or event is an acute 

state that only occurs at certain times and situations and that even objects or events that 

are "extremely important to an individual are not experienced as personally relevant at 

all times" (p. 211). 

Percnnal/sihiarinnal invnlvemenf. This Study tums to the second grOUp of 

conceptualizations, personal/situational involvement, from which to develop a 

definition of involvement. Drawing from Celsi and Olson (1988), involvement is 

defined as a "wide variety of specific stimuli, cues, and contingencies in a consumer's 

immediate environment that activate or are closely associated with self-relevant 

consequences, goals and values" (pp. 211-212). According to this definition, 

marketing strategies may be situational sources of personal involvement for consumers 

(Celsi & Olson, 1988). Similarly, sales promotions such as rebates, coupons, and price 

reductions that create contingencies in the decision environment might activate 

personally relevant goals and values such as "save money," "be thrifty," and "be a 

shrewd consumer" (Celsi & Olson, 1988). This should increase a consumer's 

involvement with a product purchase in that situation (Celsi & Olson, 1988). 

Many researchers (Celsi & Olson, 1988; Houston &. Rothschild, 1978; Richins 

& Block, 1986; Zaichkowsky, 1985), however, note that an individual's perceived 

personal relevance is a function of both situational and intrapersonal determinants. 

However, as stated by Celsi and Olson (1988), involvement is more likely to be a 



26 

function of both "situational involvement" and "enduring involvement." Moreover, the 

type of product advertised will impact the degree of "enduring" involvement. In 

general, some products do not generate much enduring involvement, whereas other 

products can produce more relatively stable, persisting involvement (Celsi & Olson, 

1988). For example, Mac Computers, imported French wine, Cuban cigars, etc. may 

generate relatively stable and enduring involvement, while shampoo and household 

cleansers produce low levels of involvement for consumers. This study focuses 

products that generate little to no enduring involvement (identified through a pretest 

discussed later). 

Although it is argued that involvement is always a function of situational and 

intrinsic factors, most involvement researchers have examined only the effects of 

situational sources of personal relevance involvement, basically ignoring intrinsic 

sources (Celsi & Olson, 1988). One reason is that it is relatively easier to manipulate 

situational factors in laboratory experiments, compared to intrinsic characteristics. 

Since intrinsic sources of involvement are acquired over a long period of time as people 

accumulate product experience across various situations, intrinsic sources of personal 

involvement are not easily created in laboratory manipulations (Celsi & Olson, 1988). 

This research does not deny these intrinsic sources, nor does it attempt to ignore them, 

but some effort is made to control for such factors through pretesting products that are 

not high in enduring involvement. 



As mentioned earlier, when subjects believe that an advertised message is 

personally relevant or important, they are expected to give more attention to the 

message's content and to process that information at a deeper level than if they did not 

consider the information to be personally relevant or important (Park & Young, 1986). 

For print ads, the presence of both visual and verbal information and the interaction of 

these two elements can create some novel and unexpected viewing situations that are 

explored in the following sections. 

Vkiial anH Vprha] rnmmiinirarinn 

With the spread of the Gutenberg printing press, words began to nudge out 

pictures in importance as the primary conveyor of complex thought. Pictures were 

used in occasional medical diagrams or as border decorations, but visual literacy wasn't 

viewed as an important element in an individual's education (Lester, 1995). However, 

in recent times, the role of visual messages in communication have emerged with 

renewed vigor as technologies such as televisions, personal computers, desktop 

publishing systems, and interactive multimedia have advanced (Lester, 1995). A shift 

from predominantly a word-centered culture, to an image-centered culture has certainly 

occurred. 

Until recently, research in the area of persuasion and advertising primarily 

focused on the impact that the verbal messages or product attribute claims had on 
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persuasion (Areni & Cox, 1994). However, research conducted by Mitchell and Olson 

(1981) showed that the visual components in ads also influence brand attitudes 

independently of the claims made in an ad's verbal component (Areni & Cox, 1994). 

Petty and Cacioppo (1981) showed the impact visual messages have on inducing 

judgment heuristics and influencing brand attribute perceptions (Areni & Cox, 1994). 

Subsequent studies began examining the effects of visual elements in 

advertisements (Babin, Bums, &. Biswas, 1992; Edell & Staelin, 1983; Hecker & 

Stewart, 1988; Hirschman, 1986; Mitchell, 1983). However, some of the most 

powerful messages are the result of effectively combining words with pictures. Thus, 

many studies have begun to focus on the integration of visual and verbal cues (Areni & 

Cox, 1994; Childers, Heckler, & Houston, 1986; Childers & Houston, 1984; Childers, 

Houston & Heckler, 1985; Heckler & Childers, 1992; Miniard, Bhatla, Lord, Dickson, 

& Unnava, 1991; Mitchell, 1986; Reichert, 1994; Smith, Houston, & Childers, 1984). 

Given the prominence of verbal and visual material in marketing communication 

and their persuasive impact, it is of little wonder that consumer researchers and 

advertisers alike should be so keenly interested in how consumers attend to and process 

both print and television advertisements. However, until recently, most researchers 

viewed the visual and verbal elements as having an independent effect on persuasion 

(Areni & Cox, 1994). Recent studies have begun to take a more integrative approach 
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that looks at the interaction between visual and verbal components (Houston, Childers, 

& Heckler, 1987; Heckler & Childers, 1992). 

This later group of consumer researchers seeks to build a theoretical 

understanding of the factors and processes involved in consumers' information 

processing of ads containing verbal and visual elements (Heckler & Childers, 1992). 

As mentioned earlier, recent research indicates that consumers attend to and process ad 

information to the extent that they are motivated, have the opportunity, and possess the 

ability to understand persuasive appeals (Maclnnis & Jaworski, 1989; Maclnnis et al., 

1991). In an attempt to compete for limited consumer attention and to break through 

consumers' perceptual filters, many advertisers develop creative ways to enhance 

motivation, ability, and opportunity through design strategies. One means of breaking 

through these perceptual filters is found in the creation of incongruent visual and verbal 

elements in advertisements. 

Tncnngniency 

Research on the impact of incongruent information on message processing has a 

rich history in the social cognition literature. For instance, researchers have studied the 

effect that behavioral information that is inconsistent with personality traits has on 

information processing and recall (Bargh & Thein, 1985; Hastie, 1984; Hastie & 

Kumar, 1979; Srull, 1981; Srull, Lichtenstein, & Rothbart, 1985; Stem, Marrs, 
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Millar, & Cole, 1984). These studies found that information incongruent with 

expectations enhanced memory over expectancy-congruent information. For instance, 

Bargh and Thein (1985) had subjects read about a person who primarily behaved 

honestly or about a person who mainly behaved dishonestly. Subjects gave more 

processing to and had better recall of the minority (incongruent) than the majority 

(congruent) behaviors. 

In another study, O'Brien and Myers (1985) found that when readers encounter 

concepts that are difficult to integrate because it is unexpected (what they refer to as 

"unpredictable" versus "predictable"), subjects spend more time processing the 

information, which facilitates recognition of the unexpected word. The researchers 

also found that subjects show better recall for passages that contained an unexpected 

word. 

In a study on person-memory, Srull et al (1985) included need for cognition, a 

personality variable that has been shown to enhance motivation (or involvement) for 

systematic processing. These researchers obtained an incongruency effect on recall 

among subjects who were higher in need for cognition. Similarly, Erber and Fiske 

(1984) obtained an incongruency effect on attention (though not on recall) for subjects 

who were high in outcome dependency, which is a situational variable that enhances 

systematic processing in impression-formation contexts (Maheswaran & Chaiken, 

1991). Maheswaran and Chaiken (1991) tested argument recall for subjects that 
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received consensus information that was either congruent or incongnient with the 

valence of persuasive message content. These researchers led subjects to believe that 

their processing task was either important or unimportant. The researchers found that 

subjects who believed that their task and judgments were unimportant processed 

information systematically when they received messages that contradicted the evaluative 

implications of the heuristic cue (i.e. when they received consensus information). 

Lx>w-task-importance subjects who received messages congruent with their consensus-

based expectancies showed littie systematic processing. For high-task-importance 

subjects, argument recall was only negligibly higher when they received incongnient 

messages over congruent messages. This latter finding is not surprising given that such 

subjects are already expected to engage in high levels of systematic processing. 

Results such as these have motivated marketing researchers to explore the 

effects that message incongruencies have on information processing and attitudes 

toward products and product claims. When designing marketing messages, it has long 

been recommended in the consumer behavior literature that the most effective strategy 

in designing an ad is to make the visual and verbal messages congruent. In other 

words, the visual elements of the ad should reinforce the verbal message. However, 

current marketing studies have suggested otherwise. Researchers have found that 

incongruency between visual and verbal elements can have a positive effect on memory 
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when compared to congruent elements (Heckler & Childers 1992; Houston, Childers, 

& Heckler, 1987). 

Previous studies indicate that the picture plays a primary role in capturing the 

consumer's attention (Well, Burnett, & Moriarity, 1989), is the first component 

processed in a print ad (Bolen, 1984; Mitchell, 1983), and provides an initial 

expectancy for the processing of the remainder of a print ad (Houston et al,, 1987). 

The visual components provide expectations as to the nature of the verbal appeal. 

These expectations may be confirmed or disconfirmed. 

Thus, as Houston et al. (1987) note, the picture portion of an ad can function as 

an "advance organizer" that cues the receiver to the content of the advertisement's 

message, thereby creating an expectation for what the copy portion will contain. In 

some cases, an advertiser might create a novel or unexpected visual stimulus that 

imposes itself upon the senses of a viewer, drawing immediate attention, even in the 

absence of intrinsic or extrinsic sources of personal relevance (Lord & Bumkrant, 

1993). 

The strategy of introducing information that violates viewers' expectations or 

existing schemata is the focus of recent research (Heckler & Childers, 1992; Sujan, 

Bettman, & Sujan, 1986; O'Sullivan & Durso, 1984). Among practitioners, this 

strategy is growing in popularity. For example, an Energizer bunny drums across our 

screen during a "soap commercial," a lawyer is roped by a rodeo cowboy in a Miller 
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Beer commercial, and a Pepsi-drinking monkey drives a car. These commercials are 

created in an attempt to increase the amount of attention given to the ad and hopefully 

the degree of information processed. In sum, the intended function of unexpected 

information is to motivate the consumer to more deeply process the information in the 

advertisement through increased curiosity (Maclnnis et al., 1991) and through the need 

to reconcile or understand the incongniencies. 

Recent research in consumer behavior studies has focused on the general effects 

of incongruency on information processing and memory effects (Heckler & Childers, 

1992; Houston, Childers, &. Heckler, 1987; Goodstein, 1993; Sujan, 1985; Sujan et 

al., 1986). These findings provide strong evidence that when consumers are presented 

with incongruent information, more product-related and copy-oriented thoughts are 

generated. In contrast, when consumers are presented with congruent, expected 

information, they will spend less time attending to, or elaborating on, the message 

(Hunt, Smith, &. Keman, 1989; Maheswaran & Chaiken, 1991; Meyers-Levy & 

Tybout, 1989; O'Brien & Meyers, 1985; O'Sullivan & Durson, 1984; SruU, 

Lichtenstein & Rothbart, 1985). This has led to the conclusion, mostly in memory 

research (Heckler & Childers, 1992), that incongniencies have a positive relationship 

on memory processes (i.e., recall and recognition). 

What is not clear, however, is whether characteristics of incongniencies in the 

verbal and visual components of an ad affect message and non-message based 
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processing for HI and LI consumers, given each level's information processing goals. 

To date, no studies have examined the effect of incongruency between visual and verbal 

ads on the information processing of HI and LI consumers. Studies often motivate 

subjects, through experimental instructions, to attend closely to various components of 

an advertisement, thereby creating a high involvement condition. However, as Pollay 

and Mainprize (1984) observe, only a fifth of those people who note a print ad in a 

magazine will actually read the copy (the other four-fifths representing LI individuals). 

This study focuses on both HI and LI viewers and how two characteristis of 

incongruency—expectancy and relevancy—impact ad processing time and the recall of 

pictorial and copy information. 

Miillidimensinnality nf Tncnngnienry 

Although past research on incongruency primarily adopts a unidimensional 

view, research of late has begun to focus on the possible multidimensionality of visual-

verbal incongruency (Areni & Cox, 1994; Heckler and Childers, 1992). Heckler and 

Childers (1992) assert that the logical underpinnings of the person-perception literature 

can be applied to and provide insight into how expectancies operate in the context of 

marketing. Just as impressions of others serve as a framework for subsequent 

evaluations of an individual's behavior, in advertising, the visual component of an ad 

can establish an expectation for the verbal content of the advertisement. As mentioned, 
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when the verbal information of the ad violates the expectations established by the 

visuals, greater elaborative processing occurs. 

In an effort to further understand the constructs related to incongruent 

information, Heckler and Childers (1992) defined the processing of complex stimuli in 

terms of thematic information. The conception of a message in terms of a theme can 

facilitate how the information is processed, and the concepts of relevancy and 

expectancy serve to explain how theme-based information functions. In turn, the 

degree to which the visual is either expected from or relevant to the verbal message 

determines the effect of the message on memory. 

Relevancy. The first dimension of incongniency is relevancy, which is defined 

as "material pertaining directly to the meaning of the theme and reflects how 

information contained in the stimulus contributes to or detracts from the clear 

identification" of the theme(s) being communicated (Heckler & Childers, 1992, p.447). 

For the purposes of this research project, Heckler and Childer's definition of relevancy 

is altered slighdy to include the possibility of more than one theme, since many ads 

communicate a number of benefits and attributes that are not necessarily subsumed into 

one primary theme, but may establish multiple themes. Perceptions of relevancy are 

still obtained when viewers determine the degree to which a stimulus contributes to or 

detracts from one of the themes established by a single or combination of attributes. 



To illustrate the dimension of relevancy, imagine a print ad of an octopus 

perched on a rock at the bottom of the ocean (see Appendix E, figure 21). The octopus 

wears a watch that is advertised as "water and scratch prooP and "durable," among 

other things. The visual element (octopus wearing the featured watch) is considered 

relevant to the copy message or theme of "water and scratch proof and "durable." On 

the other hand, a table upon which the watches are displayed is not considered relevant 

in that it does not contribute to the clear identification of the theme of "water and 

scratch proof." 

Expectancy. Heckler and Childers (1992) define the second dimension, 

"expectancy" as "the degree to which an item or piece of information falls into some 

predetermined structure evoked by the theme" (Heckler & Childers, 1992, p. 477). 

According to the authors, the expectancy of the information contained in the visual 

component of the ad arises from "preexisting knowledge structures associated with the 

theme" (p. 477). 

Although this author agrees with Heckler and Childers' multi-dimensional 

conceptualization of incongruency, a disagreement arises as to the source of the 

expectation. For Heckler and Childers, the expectation is created by the theme. 

Presumably, the theme is established in the verbal component of the ad and not by the 

visual objects appearing in the ad. Because the authors' pretest asks subjects to rate 

objects on dimensions of relevancy and expectancy based on the supplied verbal 
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message the final ad will display, and not on the visual context in which the objects 

will be placed, it can be concluded that for these researchers, the theme resides in the 

verbal message. The assumption is that a viewer of an ad reads the message, identifies 

a theme, and then evaluates the visual object in terms of how well it falls into a 

predetermined structure evoked by the theme. However, these predetermined 

structures for themes are not clearly defined and whether viewers of ads actually evoke 

them prior to evaluating the visual components of the ad is not entirely established. 

Although subjects in their pretest do successfully distinguish between "expected" and 

"unexpected" pictorial objects, it is not clear as to whether the standard from which 

they judge the objects' "expectedness" comes from predetermined structures evoked by 

the theme, or merely preexisting schema for what objects most commonly appear in ads 

for a given product or within a given context of images. 

For instance. Heckler and Childers (1992) provide an example of an ad for 

airline travel that is designed with the message of seating comfort. In the expected-

relevant version, the ad shows a person sitting comfortably in a seat, with legs 

stretched out, reading a newspaper. In the unexpected-relevant condition, the person is 

replaced with a stylized elephant in a similar posture. Although the elephant is 

considered "relevant" to the theme of comfort, according to the authors, the elephant is 

also "unexpected" within the "preexisting knowledge structure for airline ads having a 

comfort message" (p. 479). One might argue that the elephant seated in an airplane is 
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"unexpected" regardless of the theme established in the verbal component of the ad. In 

other words, the "unexpectedness" of seeing the elephant seated in the plane may be 

independent from any processing of a theme. 

This begs the question, "What, then, is the possible source of the expectation?" 

There is a paucity of research in this specific area (Kleine & Keman, 1991) and 

perhaps the focus of this study does not require a definitive answer. Heckler and 

Childers (1992) show that subjects do consistently distinguish various objects on 

dimensions of expectedness, without testing if and how subjects employ the theme in 

their evaluations. Two possible explanations or expectancy sources are forwarded: 

cognitive structures referred to as "ad schema" and "context schema." 

Ad schema. Stoltman (1991) explains that schematic structures result from 

repeated experience within a domain. He notes that in the context of advertising, the 

repetitive nature and the regularities of advertising (e.g., redundant semantic, physical, 

and structural features) provide support that ad-related schema exist. Goodstein (1993) 

states that ad-related schema exist at many different levels, and that at a basic level they 

are organized around product types. Research conducted by Goodstein, Moore, and 

Cours (1992) provide empirical evidence for the existence of these advertising schema. 

In addition, Goodstein (1993) points to managerial recognition of ad schema, relating 

the remarks of one president of a leading advertising agency in the United states who 

stated that his company's goal was to "make commercials that are unique relative to 
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others in the product class" (p. 89). Thus, in advertisements, regularities may exist 

across product types that can create expectations for what most commonly appears. 

For example, consumers may come to expect the presence of a camera, rolls of film or 

developed pictures in a print ad for a camera. 

According to Stoltman (1991), ad schema reflect the strategies and tactics used 

by advertisers, and the constituent elements of an ad schema might contain expectations 

regarding the characters, visual objects, execution structures, appeals, camera 

movement, auditory devices, and the props and scenery contained in advertising. 

Thus, viewers' perceptions of the expectedness of elements appearing in an ad may be 

more a function of expectations for what typically appears in, for example, a watch or 

airline ad, than expectations generated by the theme. 

An examination of Heckler and Childers' (1992) pretest used in identifying 

objects to be used later in the development of ad stimuli shows that subjects may have 

been providing ratings of expectedness based on expectations derived from past 

experience with product advertisements, rather than theme-based ratings. Prior to 

rating objects on "expectedness," subjects read instructions to help clarify the concept 

of expectedness. The instructions told subjects to: 

rate each item in terms of: the degree to which you would expert to see the item 

in an ad like the one described (e.g., an attractive woman might be rated as 



extremely expected in a cosmetic ad, but only moderately expected in an ad for 

motorcycles). 

The copy portion of the ad was then supplied, followed by a list of objects representing 

possible combinations of relevancy and expectancy. One might draw the conclusion 

from the example offered in the instructions that knowledge of a theme is not essential 

to rating an attractive woman in a cosmetic ad as "extremely expected" and in a 

motorcycle ad "moderately expected." Pretested subjects reading the copy portion of 

the ad may begin evaluating the list of objects without fulling processing or recalling 

the theme, remembering only, for example, that the ad is about a watch. 

ContRxr schema. The ad schema may be similar to what Pezdek, Whetstone, 

Reynolds, Askari, and Dougherty (1989) describe as schema people hold for scenes or 

contexts in ads. In identifying another possible source of expectations, relevant to this 

study, these authors maintain that people are very accurate in distinguishing scenes they 

have seen before from scenes they have not seen before. Moreover, the perception and 

cognition of scenes is largely schema-guided (Pezdek et al., 1989) and the perception 

of contextualized objects pervades consumers' everyday experiences (Kleine & Keman, 

1991). 

For instance. Brewer and Treyens (1981), and later Pezdek et al. (1989), had 

subjects sit in a graduate student's office, and then, afterwards, test their memory for 

consistent (e.g., chair, desk, table, shelves) and inconsistent items (e.g., wrench. 



41 

umbrella, picnic basket, brick) appearing in office. The authors concluded that an 

office-schema created the expectations in determining the consistency of objects. 

Similarly, Loftus and Mackworth (1978) point to context schema as a possible 

source for expectations of objects appearing in an ad. In their study, subjects were 

asked to view a picture that includes an expected item (e.g., a tractor in a farm scene) 

while other subjects viewed a picture with an inconsistent (unexpected) item (e.g., an 

octopus in a farm scene). This procedure is very similar to what Heckler and Childers 

(1992) describe with the elephant seated in an airplane. Again, the expectation in the 

Loftus and Mackworth (1978) study comes from a preexisting cognitive structure or 

pattern for what typically appears in a farm scene, and objects were evaluated 

according to that schema. No theme was required to generate an unexpected condition. 

This contention, however, is of littie consequence to Heckler and Childers' 

results and has no bearing on the validity of their findings. Nonetheless, the source of 

expectations is of significance to this study. If the source of the expectation is 

dependent upon processing the theme, then hypothetically, LI individuals will not 

perceive the stylized elephant seated in the airplane as "unexpected" unless they have 

procesed the theme. Since LI subjects are not, by definition, motivated to process the 

theme found in the verbal message, then there is some doubt as to whether the elephant 

is "unexpected". However, such a conclusion may be unjustified. According to 

research on ad schema and context schema, it is highly likely that LI and HI subjects 
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will judge items in the context of an ad on dimensions of expectedness without prior 

processing of a copy-generated theme, but through expectations generated from 

preexisting schema. Practitioners provide further support for this position if one 

considers the many advertisements that introduce "unexpected" elements in hopes that 

such elements will motivate consumers to more fully process other components (i.e. 

verbal message, etc.) in the ad. 

Vi'iiially-indiif'Rd pypentatinns. Sometimes the picture itself can create the 

expectation for what is contained in the verbal portion of the ad. As Houston et al. 

(1987) note, expectations may come from research procedures or may be schema 

based. These researchers note that given the nature of pictorial stimuli, pictures are 

used to imbed expectations within a message. They state that "the pictorial component 

of the ad is likely to be examined initially and has the capacity to establish an 

expectation for the verbal part of the ad" (p. 362), given that viewers of ads that 

include picture-word messages will attend to the pictorial component first (Houston, 

Childers, and Heckler, 1987; Bolen, 1984). This recognition that the visual portion of 

the ad creates an expectancy for the verbal component of the ad may account for 

Stafford, Walker, and Blasko's (1996) slight alteration in their definition of expectancy 

in their study on headline-visual consistency in print advertisement, which expressly 

draws from Heckler and Childers" (1992) framework. Stafford et al. (1996) define 

expectancy as the degree to which the headline fits the pattern of structure evoked by 
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the visual portion of the advertisement" (p. 57) as opposed to "evoked by the theme" 

(Heckler and Childers, 1992, p. 477). 

Rer.nnrp.ptiiali7jition of expectancy. This paper, therefore, excludes the thematic 

component contained in Heckler and Childers' (1992) definition of expectancy, as do 

Stafford et al. (1996). This paper argues that perceptions of expectedness arise from 

preexisting structures or patterns (ad schema or contexts) that do not require processing 

of a theme to generate evaluations for visual objects. Therefore, this paper defines 

expectancy as the degree to which an item or piece of information falls into some 

predetermined pattern or structure (i.e., an ad or context schema). 

Rfilevancy and expertanry cnmhinatinns For this Study, incongruency is 

manipulated through the picture portion of the print ad. Drawing from Heckler and 

Childers (1992), congruent messages are "expected" and "relevant" (E/R) and 

"expected" and "irrelevant" (E/IR) In term of incongruence, Stafford, Walker, and 

Blasko (1996) make a distinction between moderate and extreme incongruence. A 

moderately incongruent message is "unexpected," but "relevant" (UE/R) to a theme, 

whereas an extremely incongruent message is both "unexpected" and "irrelevant" 

(UE/IR). 

In the following sections, theoretical principles from Schema Theory and 

Hastie's Associative Memory Model will be discussed and integrated to develop the 

theoretical rationale in the development of hypotheses. 
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Srhema Thmry 

Schema theory provides an explanatory framework from which the relationship 

between incongruity and information processing can be understood. In fact, much of 

the research involving visual-verbal incongruity is built on the theoretical foundation of 

schema (Areni & Cox, 1994; Houston et al., 1987). This section will examine the 

basic tenets of schema theory and how schema affect advertisement processing. 

Tenpf^ nf srhema fheoTy, According to schema theory, attitudes about an object 

are determined in part by one's cognitive structures, referred to as "schemata" (Yeric & 

Todd, 1989). Schemata help individuals organize thoughts about others, roles, self, 

places, objects and assist in observing and making sense of complex environments 

(Fiske & Taylor, 1984; Schank & Abelson, 1977). When a receiver is exposed to new 

information, specific cognitive structures filter, select, encode and integrate it into new 

or existing cognitive structures (Milbum, 1991). 

Fiske and Taylor (1984) define schema as "cognitive structures that represent 

organized knowledge about a given concept or type of stimulus" (p. 140). Schema 

permit one to identify elements in a situation, recognize relationships among elements, 

and provide meaning to behavior (Taylor and Crocker, 1981). A basic principle tliat 

underlies conceptualizations of schema is that schema represent expectations that 

influence and direct the processing of incoming information from the environment 

(Schank & Abelson, 1977). The expectations represented by these cognitive structures 



(schema) serve an evaluative function for incoming stimuli, judging stimuli to be 

consistent, inconsistent, or irrelevant to the schema (Hastie, 1981). 

BTnw do ^rhema affsrf advpiti^emenf prnressing? Mandler (1984) argues that 

the degree to which an object deviates from expectations and the ability of individuals 

to resolve the inconsistency influences processing. When information is consistent with 

evoked schema and expectations are met, then the processing of information becomes 

automatic (Mandler, 1984). In contrast, when consumers encounter information that is 

inconsistent or unexpected from the schema, they will produce more elaborative 

processing in an attempt to integrate the unexpected information into the schema. 

"Consistency" and "inconsistency" are generally synonymous with what other 

researchers refer to as "match" and "mismatch" or "congruity" and "incongruity" 

(Goodstein, 1993; Meyers-Levy & Tybout, 1989; Sujan et al., 1986). According to 

schema theory, a schema mismatch or incongruity between the stimulus and the 

activated schema "interrupts" the processing of additional information until the 

discrepancy can be successfully interpreted (Schank & Abelson, 1977). This 

interruption motivates more effortful processing and improved memory over schema 

matching or consistency (Fiske and Taylor, 1991). As Goodstein (1993) points out, 

incongruity between the stimulus and category expectations motivates people to process 

a stimulus in greater detail in order to form an evaluation. 
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Schema incongruity refers to any information about a stimulus that is not 

consistent with prior expectations. The concept of schema incongruity is important 

because the degree to which information is incongruent from the expectations created 

by the schema can affect consumer judgments and memory processes. 

Various studies have been conducted in recent years using the schema theory to 

better understand consumer judgments and processing of advertisements. For instance, 

Meyers-Levy and Tybout (1986) conducted a study on products that are moderately 

incongruent with their associated category schema. They found that schema 

incongruity stimulates more effortful processing and improved memory compared to 

schema congruity. In addition, Sujan et al. (1986) used schema theory to predict 

consumers' responses to a salesperson who positively violated their expectations. 

When the salesperson's behavior proved discrepant from a "salesperson schema," more 

product-oriented thoughts were generated and recall of product arguments increased. 

In terms of processing time for schema-inconsistent information, Stem et al. 

(1984) conducted a study in which subjects were given a list of 20 behaviors, 12 of 

which were consistent with a personality trait, four inconsistent, and four neutral. 

These researchers found that heightened recall of impression-inconsistent behaviors was 

attributable partly to the increased processing these unexpected behaviors receive. This 

was evidenced by the finding that subjects reading about the behaviors of a single 

individual devoted more time to reading inconsistent than consistent behaviors. 



The concept of schema incongruity was also applied to the area of product-

category schema. Ozanne, Brucks, and Grewal (1992) examined how product-category 

schema affect information search. These researchers found that moderate discrepancies 

in expectations between the product and product-category schema produced the highest 

level of information search and processing effort. 

Stafford et al. (1996) examined the effect of the degree of consistency between 

the headline and visual in print ads on processing and evaluation. In this study, black 

and white advertisements were developed by combining ad type (consistent, moderately 

consistent, and extremely inconsistent) with product class (i.e., a zoo). The brand 

name (i.e., St. Louis Zoo) and logo in the lower right comer and a visual (i.e., 

growling lion) were held constant across the ads. Each visual was accompanied by a 

headline that either conveyed a consistent ("Come See The Lions"), moderately 

inconsistent ("Come See The Little Kitties"), and extremely inconsistent ("Come See 

The East African Elephants") headline. Results from their study showed that 

inconsistent headline-visual combinations stimulate elaborative processing, as compared 

to consistent combinations. 

Schema theory and the concept of schema incongruency provide a conceptual 

foundation for examining the degree to which visual and verbal elements operate 

interactively in advertising and may provide some insight into how HI and LI 

consumers process print ads. The effects of incongruency dimensions on HI and LI 
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consumers, however, can also be understood by looking at the model of associative 

memory, 

Accnriarivp Mpmnry Mndpl 

The Associative Memory Model (AMM) postulates similar expectations for 

elaborative processing of incongruent information as does schema theory; namely, that 

incongruencies result in more elaborate processing of information. The AMM asserts 

that long term memory (LTM) can be represented as a network of nodes and 

connecting links in which nodes represent stored information or concepts, and links 

represent the strength of association between nodes (Keller, 1987). Any type of 

information or concept can be stored in this memory network. 

According to Hutchinson and Moore (1984), exposure to advertising can 

produce the following types of nodes in the ad memory trace: 1) brand-specific 

information (information in the ad intended to persuade the consumer of the merits of 

buying and consuming the brand); 2) ad-specific information (information contained in 

the ad execution related to its form and content); 3) brand identification (the identity of 

the advertised brand); 4) product category (information related to how the product 

works); and 5) evaluative reaction (evaluative reactions in the form of cognitive or 

affective responses). 
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Keller (1987) notes that each of these above mentioned nodes may or may not 

be established in memory when an individual is exposed to an ad. Even if the node is 

established, the information may or may not be linked together in memory or linked to 

other information or nodes already existing in memory. Translating the concept of 

schema into this model, Hastie (1980) would assert that schematic information followed 

by highly incongruent information should be remembered better than schematic 

information followed by highly congruent information (O'Sullivan & Durso, 1984). 

Accordingly, this network model claims that introducing incongruent information 

should initiate a reconsideration of stored schematic information during which new 

linkages would be formed (O'Sullivan & Durso, 1984). 

Houston, Childers, and Heckler (1987) maintain that the manner in which 

verbal and visual stimuli are combined affect node and link development. Drawing on 

Hastie (1980) and Srull's (1981) work in person perception, Houston et al. (1987) 

suggest that discrepant or incongruent information will increase elaborative processing 

and the information will be stored more effectively in memory as a result of the 

development of more associative pathways. As noted by Srull (1981), these pathways 

make the information more retrievable from memory. Srull maintains that behaviors 

that are incongruent develop more complex linkages because both previously congruent 

and incongruent behaviors and initially formed personality impressions are retrieved as 

the perceiver attempts to integrate new information (Heckler and Childers, 1992). The 



information that violates expectations is more difficult to comprehend, and, as such, 

will be stored in working memory longer than information that is congruent. This 

increase in elaborate internal processing results in an increase in the number of 

associative pathways stored in memory. This, in turn, enhances recall of the 

incongruent behavior (Hastie & Kumar, 1979). On the other hand, congruent 

information is easier to comprehend and integrate with previous expectations (Heckler 

and Childers, 1992). In addition, less retrieval of previous information is required, and 

fewer and weaker associative pathways are created (Heckler and Childers, 1992; SniU 

1981). Similarly, behaviors that are irrelevant to established impressions of a person 

are the most poorly recalled because "of the minimal development of inter-episode 

linkages" (Heckler and Childers, 1992, p. 476). Irrelevant information is the least 

likely to be integrated and retrieved from the network due to the limited amount of 

processing. 

Hypotheses 

The first hypothesis predicts overall effects of incongruency on recall for all 

subjects. Elaborative processing of the incongruent elements should establish a more 

extensive associative network in memory; thus, enhancing subsequent recall (Hastie and 

Kumar, 1979; Houston et al., 1987; Hastie, 1980; SruU, 1981). The presence of 

incongruent elements should motivate subjects to attend more closely to those elements 



and attempt to connect the unexpected elements to the theme established in the verbal 

component. This connection is simply an assessment of the relevancy of the 

unexpected visual objects to the advertised benefits and attributes of the product. As 

Houston et al. (1987) note, when incongruent information stimulates more elaborative 

processing of copy content and the copy content contains information that is beyond 

just the incongruent information itself, the entire copy will be processed more 

elaboratively. Thus, congruent (expected/relevant and expected/irrelevant) and 

incongruent (unexpected/relevant and unexpected/irrelevant) conditions are examined to 

test the hypothesis that incongruent ads will lead to longer processing time and more 

elaborative processing of both copy and pictorial information. Heckler and Childers 

(1992) explain that the incongruency of a visual element depends upon the 

unexpectedness of the object, regardless of relevance. As Stafford et al. (1996) 

observe, a moderately incongruent message is relevant, but not expected and an 

extremely incongruent message is neither expected or relevant. 

Hypothesis 1 attempts to replicate Heckler and Childers' finding that pictorial 

recall in the incongruent conditions (UE/R, UE/IR) and extremely incongruent 

conditions are superior to the congruent (E/R and E/IR) conditions. Two additional 

measures that were either not tested or only partially explored in the Heckler and 

Childers research, processing time and copy recall, were examined in this study. 

Drawing from schema theory, it is predicted that incongruent elements in an ad will 
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motivate and enhance consumers' processing of the advertised message and pictorial 

elements. It is hypothesized that the incongnient ads will more likely motivate subjects 

to attend to and process more deeply the pictorial and copy information in the ad than 

those subjects in the congruent condition. In turn, the greater elaboration of these 

elements will affect processing time and recall. The unexpected items will be encoded 

in more detail than the expected items, thus enhancing copy recall (recall of the verbal 

components in the ad) and pictorial recall (recall of picture items) and lengthening 

processing time of the print ad. 

In examining the effect of irrelevancy on recall, Heckler and Childers (1992) 

reported an interesting shift in pictorial recall in the unexpected compared to the 

expected condition. Recall improved for information contained in the extremely 

incongnient (UE/IR) versus the congruent (E/R and E/IR) conditions. Although no 

formal hypotheses were forwarded by these researchers in testing this difference in 

congniency in terms of pictorial recall, the present study makes a prediction that 

extreme incongruency will show greater processing time, pictorial and copy recall than 

do congruent ads. 

The explanation offered by these authors, which seems quite reasonable, centers 

on a reconciliation process in which subjects engage in additional elaboration when 

exposed to unexpected-irrelevant information. In other words, subjects attempt to 

make sense of the incongruency between the verbal and visual components created 



under this condition (Heckler and Childers, 1992). This reconciliation process serves 

to strengthen associative connections through greater elaboration, which in turn should 

improve recall of those items. Heckler and Childers (1992) explain that the 

unexpected-irrelevant information appears to lead to more linkages created in memory 

and more detailed encoding. The following hypothesis is proposed: 

HI: Incongruent information (UE/R, UE/IR) compared to congruent 

information (E/R, E/IR) will lead to greater processing time, copy 

recall, and pictorial recall. 

For the remaining hypotheses, the incongruency effects on information 

processing will be examined within levels of involvement. As mentioned earlier, 

Maclnnis and Park (1991) argue that it is overly simplistic to assume that an 

executional cue will affect LI and HI consumers in the traditional ways predicted by 

Elaboration Likelihood Model; namely, that LI consumers use non-message-based 

processing while HI consumers use message-based processing. It is more likely that 

combinations of incongruency dimensions will affect processing time and recall of both 

copy and pictorial information differentially within each level of involvement. As 

mentioned, Kahneman (1973), Stiff (1986), and Petty et al. (1987) agree that humans 

are multi-channel, limited capacity processors that are capable of parallel stimulus 

processing. Maclnnis and Park (1991), Miniard et al. (1988), and Kahle and Homer 

(1985) showed that various dimensions of an executional cue can differentially affect 
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information processing at varying levels of involvement. Thus, it is possible for a 

certain dimension of an executional cue (i.e. a piece of music's indexicality or fit) to 

motivate LI and HI subjects to process visual and verbal elements in an advertisement. 

It is possible, therefore, that incongruent elements in an ad will motivate and 

enhance LI consumers' processing of pictorial and copy portions of a print ad. 

Moreover, incongruent elements in an ad may motivate and enhance HI consumers' 

processing of the visual components of an ad. 

Although LI consumers have relatively little motivation to attend to a print ad, 

the appearance of an unexpected element within the ad may attract attention to the ad 

and motivate consumers to process more information than under an expected condition. 

It is hypothesized that the incongruent element will more likely motivate LI consumers 

to attend to and process more deeply the pictorial and copy information in the ad than 

those LI consumers in the congruent conditions. Subjects viewing UE/R images will 

form linkages between the piece of incongruent information and other picture and copy 

elements. In turn, the greater elaboration of these elements will affect processing time 

and recall. Hence, the unexpected items will be encoded in more detail than the 

expected items, thus enhancing copy recall (recall of the verbal components in the ad) 

and pictorial recall (recall of picture items) and lengthening processing time of the print 

ad. 
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As mentioned earlier, in examining the effect of irrelevancy on recall. Heckler 

and Childers (1992) reported an interesting shift in recall in the unexpected compared 

to the expected condition. Recall improved for information contained in the UE/IR 

versus the E/IR condition. As mentioned, the explanation offered centers on a 

reconciliation process in which subjects engage in additional elaboration when exposed 

to unexpected-irrelevant information. In other words, subjects attempt to make sense 

of the incongruency between the verbal and visual components created under this 

condition. This reconciliation process serves to strengthen associative connections 

through greater elaboration, which in turn should improve recall of those items. 

Heckler and Childers (1992) explain that the unexpected-irrelevant information appears 

to lead to more linkages created in memory and more detailed encoding. 

Although not very motivated to process the copy portion of the advertisements 

under expected-irrelevant conditions, LI subjects should be more inclined to examine 

the ad copy under the unexpected-irrelevant condition in an attempt to understand, or 

reconcile, the incongruent elements. Thus, recall for both the pictorial and copy 

elements should be increased. In sum, incongruent elements (UE/R, UE/IR) will lead 

to superior processing over the congruent condition. Therefore, the following 

hypothesis is proposed: 



H2: In the low involvement condition, incongruent information 

compared to congruent information will lead to greater processing 

time, copy recall, and pictorial recall. 

Although generally less motivated to process non-message-based information 

and more motivated to process message-based information, HI consumers may render 

this prediction oversimplified when an unexpected element appears in an ad. Hastie 

(1980) and Srull (1981) suggest that recall for unexpected information contained in the 

pictorials (the visual components of an ad) will increase due to increased processing 

effort. Given that HI consumers are already motivated to elaborate on the copy 

message, only small changes are expected in recall for the copy. In terms of pictorial 

recall, however, similar predictions for HI are expected as hypothesized above for LI: 

namely, the unexpected pictorial items will be encoded in more detail than the expected 

items, thus enhancing recall of pictorial elements and lengthening processing time. The 

same rationale offered above for LI subjects in terms of the reconciliate process 

resulting from viewing unexpected-irrelevant images holds for HI subjects, namely that 

a reconciliation process will lead to a strengthening of associative connections, thereby 

improving recall and lengthening processing time. Therefore, the following hypothesis 

is proposed: 



H3: In the high involvement condition, incongruent information 

compared to congruent information will lead to greater processing 

time, copy recall, and pictorial recall. 

Similarly, relevance is hypothesized to differentially affect recall within the HI 

involvement condition. SruU (1985) explains that retrieval attempts of expected or 

unexpected information is guided by a relevancy dimension. Heckler and Childers 

(1992), drawing on work by Hastie (1980) and Srull (1981), explain that graphic 

elements that are expected and irrelevant wiU be lacking in detail and will be relatively 

isolated. When relevant information, on the other hand, is present in prior knowledge 

structures, little effort will be required to process the information, and memory of such 

information is expected to be partially reconstructive and prototypical (Heckler & 

Childers, 1992). 

Considering the technique used by Heckler and Childers (1992) to motivate 

their subjects to process the ads, the researchers created a condition in which all 

subjects in their study essentially represented HI consumers. As a result, their 

predictions are more applicable to HI subjects than LI subjects. It is doubtful that 

relevancy will possess the attractive force necessary to motivate LI subjects to process 

the copy portion of the ad given that relevancy is established through processing of the 

theme contained in the verbal message. However, the E/R condition compared to the 

E/IR condition should facilitate some processing of the pictorial information for HI 



subjects. Therefore, for H4, predictions for HI consumers follow those hypothesized 

by Heckler and Childers (1992): 

H4: In the high involvement condition, expected/relevant information 

compared to expected/irrelevant information will lead to greater 

pictorial recall. 

In the following section, the methods used in testing these hypotheses are 

described. A series of pretests were used in developing treatment material and 

experimental procedures and measures were designed and implemented in the data 

gathering step of the research. 



METHODS 

5!iihjert«; and Design 

The Study is a 2 (high vs. low involvement) X 2 (expected vs. unexpected) X 2 

(relevant vs. irrelevant), between-subjects, fiill factorial, randomized design. A total of 

100 undergraduate students from a large southwestern university were randomly 

assigned to one of eight treatment conditions, resulting in cell sizes of approximately 

12. In terms of demographics, the average age for subjects was 23 years old; 54% of 

the subjects were females and 46% were males; 56% were caucasion, 1% black, 16% 

hispanic, 2% Native American, and 22% Asian; and 2% were freshmen, 7% 

sophmore, 26% junior, 64% senior, and one graduate student. 

Srimuli 

With the help of a professional computer graphics and art technology agency, 

20 computer-generated print advertisements were created. The 20 print ads represented 

five product categories (e.g. coolers, cordless phones, calculators, watches, and 

cassette players), and four conditions of congruency/ incongruency (i.e. 

expected/relevant, unexpected/relevant, expected/irrelevant, unexpected/irrelevant) for 

each product. The computer technology allowed for images used in operationalizing 

congruency/incongruency to be manipulated while holding all other features constant 
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within the ads (e.g. copy content, brand name and primary picture object placement, 

shading, ad size, etc.). 

Pretests 

A series of pretests were required to create a suitable manipulation of 

incongruency using the dimensions of relevancy and expectancy. Following procedures 

outlined by Heckler and Childers (1992), three pretests were run in which subjects 

were involved in identifying products and developing experimental stimuli. 

Pretest One 

In their pretests. Heckler and Childers (1992) used criteria that identified 

products for which subjects were relatively high in involvement. To avoid selecting 

products that create either a predominately high or low involvement condition, the first 

pretest sought to identify products located in the moderate range of involvement. 

Using three interval level scales—"degree of familiarity," "frequency of carefully 

looking at ads for the product," and "likelihood of purchase within six months,"~as 

measures of involvement, 31 subjects (19 males and 12 females) were asked to rate 27 

different product categories using these scales. For each of the three scales, means and 

standard deviations were calculated. To identify those products rated at the moderate 

involvement range, an analysis was run that selected only those products appearing 
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within plus or minus one standard deviation from the mean on all three scales. From 

this analysis, seven products were chosen that most closely fell within the moderate 

range of product involvement. 

At this point, the results from a fourth scale were used to further help identify 

those products best suited for the final experimental treatment. In this scale, subjects 

were asked: "If you were to receive such a product for free, how useful would the 

product be to you?" and were instructed to respond from 1 "Not Very Useful" to 5 

"Very Useful". Those five of the seven products receiving the highest scores on this 

measure (cooler, cordless phone, calculator, watch and cassette player) were selected to 

be used in Pretest Wl. This fourth scale was relevant to the involvement manipulation 

that included a lottery drawing wherein HI subjects were informed that their 

participation would qualify them to win a gift (one of the target products). This 

manipulation will be explained in more detail later. 

For the second pretest, a list of possible objects to appear in the picture portion 

of the ads were presented to subjects. These objects were selected based on their 

potential to represent one of the four treatment levels of thematic relationships 

(expected-relevant, expected-irrelevant, unexpected-relevant, and unexpected-

irrelevant). Forty-three subjects were given a definition for each dimension 



(expectancy and relevancy) and were then provided with a message (product-attribute) 

statement for each product. Subjects were then asked to rate each listed object on one 

of two 5-point scales anchored by "extremely unexpected" and "extremely expected," 

or "extremely irrelevant" and "extremely relevant". 

For instance, subjects might read an advertisement for a watch that is advertised 

as "Elegantly styled with a 3-hand analog display and scratch and water resistant face 

and casing—giving you both style and durability." An octopus wearing the watch 

underwater, for instance, might be rated as extremely unexpected (you don't usually 

imagine an octopus wearing a watch), but also rated as extremely relevant (the watch 

was advertised as being water proof). A watch case appearing next to the watch, on 

the other hand, might be rated as extremely expected, but not relevant to the advertised 

attributes and benefits. 

Those items that were ultimately used to operationalize expectancy and 

relevancy were selected through several pretests involving 16 to 20 objects for each 

product category. A series of ANOVAs were run to ensure significant differences 

existed between the various selected objects on the two dimensions of congruency. 

Pretest Thrpfi 

Brand names for the products were selected based on results of a pretest 

conducted by Heckler and Childers (1992) measuring subjects' existing attitudes toward 



various fictitious brand names. Only those names receiving "neutral" ratings were 

selected for this study so as to eliminate potential biases. "Crown" was the brand name 

selected for the watches and "Compose" was selected for the cassette tape player. 

Pretest Four 

Using the identified objects (from pretest 2) that best represented the treatment 

conditions, stimulus ads were developed for the selected products (from pretest 1) by a 

professional computer graphics designer (see Figures 1-25). The ads contain both 

pictorial and verbal components. Each verbal component contains the fictitious brand 

name and product attributes and benefits. For each product, one background was 

created for the four conditions (i.e. expected/relevant) and a main pictorial element 

identified from Pretest Two was placed within the background to represent one of the 

four conditions. A total of four ads for each product were created. 

Thirty-five subjects were used to rate the primary picture objects contained in 

the final computer-generated print ads on dimensions of expectancy and relevancy using 

the same scale described in Pretest Two. The product was prominently displayed in 

each ad, encouraging the elicitation of the product type ad schema (Edell and 

Anderson, 1990; Goodstein, 1993). For pretest four, planned contrasts were conducted 

to determine if subjects' ratings on the expected vs. unexpected and relevant vs. 

irrelevant ads were statistically significant in the predicted direction. Three of the five 
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products (calculator, watch, and cassette player) obtained the requisite significance 

level (p < .05) on all four conditions to be included in the final experiment. Given the 

complexities encountered in designing the final computer-mediated experimental 

protocol and the need to rotate the sequence of ad exposures for subjects, only two 

products, a watch and a cassette player, were used as the final target ads. 

The mean ratings on the five-point scales for the watch ads were 4.66 for the 

expected, 1.16 for the unexpected, 4.35 for the relevant, and 1.33 for the irrelevant 

condition. Each of these comparisons was statistically significant at p < .05. The 

mean ratings on the five-point scales for the cassette player ads were 4.73 for the 

expected, 1.13 for the unexpected, 4.05 for the relevant, and 1.67 for the irrelevant 

condition. Each of these comparisons was statistically significant at p < .05. 

The print ads for the remaining three product categories—a cooler, cordless 

phone, and calculator—were used merely as fillers in the experiment and no data on the 

dependent measures were gathered for these product types. Only the E/R condition ads 

for these three products were shown during the study. 

FYperimenfal Prnrpdnrp and 

Once the final two target ads were selected, a computer-mediated protocol was 

developed. Subjects (N= 100) were randomly assigned to one of eight conditions (high 

or low involvement, expected or unexpected, relevant or irrelevant). Subjects were run 
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in groups of eight. Subjects recruited from undergraduate communication courses at a 

large southwestern university were brought to a computer lab and subjects were placed 

at partitioned desks with computers. General, standardized instructions were given 

orally to the entire group prior to conducting the experiment. Subjects were 

encouraged to read the instructions on the computer protocol carefully and not to speak 

during the exercise. If questions should arise, they were to raise their hand for 

assistance. In addition, subjects were told that each individual was working on 

different tasks requiring different amounts of time. Thus, students were told not to feel 

anxiety if some people finished earlier than others. Finally, general instructions were 

provided on using the computer's "mouse". 

Invnlvement Manipulatinn 

Given the conceptual definition of involvement, the goal of a HI manipulation is 

to direct subjects' attention to message aspects of an ad, thus, increasing the likelihood 

that subjects will evaluate the advertised brand (Laczniak et al., 1989). The goal of a 

LI involvement manipulation is to limit motivation to attend to and process the print 

ad's message claims prior to the actual ad exposure (Laczniak et al., 1989). 

However, some researchers, in attempting to manipulate involvement, directly 

ask subjects in the HI condition to focus only on the claims in the ads, while subjects in 

the LI condition are asked to pay close attention to the overall appearance and writing 



style of the articles or ads (Gardner, Mitchell, & Russo, 1985; Kahle & Homer, 1985; 

Laczniak et al., 1989). Although this approach has its merits, the experimental control 

gained by these researchers does come at the expense of losing a more externally valid 

and less intrusive ad exposure. Maclnnis and Jaworski (1989) note that such 

experimental controls may override innate predispositional factors. This study seeks to 

more naturally influence the level of involvement at the time of ad exposure to allow 

the effect of message incongruence to operate. To accomplish this goal, the computer 

protocol opened with general instructions (see Appendix A). The levels of involvement 

were manipulated by personal-relevance instructions relating to the advertising content. 

All subjects read instructions explaining that managers and advertisement creators were 

designing print advertisements for new products that were soon to be introduced into 

the market (Andrews & Shimp, 1990; MacKenzie & Spreng, 1992; Petty & Cacioppo, 

1981; Petty, Cacioppo, & Schumann, 1983). The students were further told that the 

advertisers were interested in receiving consumer input early in the design process. In 

addition, subjects were asked to evaluate ads in rough draft form as opposed to the 

normal advertising practice that tests ads in their final, publishable form (Heckler & 

ChUders, 1992). 

Subjects in the high involvement (HI) condition, however, were asked to 

consider their interest in buying the brands (Maclnnis & Park, 1991; Petty et al., 

1983). HI subjects were informed that the displayed products either are or will be 
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available for sale in the summer. Moreover, they were informed that their opinion 

would have a significant influence on marketing decisions. Involvement was further 

manipulated by telling subjects that their participation in the study qualified them to 

participate in a lottery in which free gift certificates would be offered (Andrews & 

Shimp, 1990; Celsi & Olson, 1988; Kahle & Homer, 1985; Petty, etal., 1983). 

Although some researchers inform subjects in the HI condition that they can win a $10 

cash prize by answering a few questions correctly (Lee, 1995), this approach seems 

more removed from an actual marketing setting where consumers might direct attention 

to product attributes in order to make a decision as to which product to buy. The gift 

certificate, in this study, more closely approximates a purchasing decision, motivating 

subjects to evaluate the product based on the product's advertised attributes and 

benefits. HI subjects were told that the gift certificate would be applied to the product 

class from which the target products belong (watch or cassette player) and the displayed 

brands in the ads would be among the list of selectable products. The experimental 

instructions were designed primarily to influence the direction and intensity of subjects 

involvement, without explicitly asking them to focus on ad claims. 

As mentioned earlier, a part of pretest #1 asked subjects to rate from one to five 

(one being "not very useful" and five being "very useful") how useful various products 

would be to them if these products were gifted to them. The target products' mean 

scores were 4.03 for watches and 4.29 for cassette player, indicating that subjects 

$ 

JL 



68 

viewed those products high in usefulness. Thus, upon learning that they may win one 

of these target products, these subjects should be motivated to attend to the ad claims. 

In the low-involvement (LI) treatment, however, subjects were told that they 

would be viewing a number of ads at their leisure (see Appendix A). They were told 

that although they may be asked to evaluate the ads, they should not feel any anxiety 

about the task because their views would not have a significant influence on marketing 

decisions given the large number of people participating in the study. Additionally, LI 

subjects were told to spend as much or as little time as they might normally, given their 

interest in the ads. The rationale for displaying five print ads (three filler and two 

target) was to lessen the intensity with which LI subjects viewed a single ad. This 

approach will more closely simulate an actual ad viewing situation. 

Subjects were then given an exercise to practice using the computer mouse and 

were then instructed to press their finger on an ad-advance key when they were ready 

to begin viewing the ads. To view succeeding ads, they were instructed to merely 

press the ad-advance key. Subjects were allowed to take as much time as they wanted 

to view each ad. For all the subjects, the first three ads (fillers) would appear in the 

same order for all subjects and in the same condition (expected/relevant), but the order 

and conditions of the last two ads (the target ads) alternated across subjects. The 

rationale in selecting the expected/relevant condition ads used as fillers is that most 
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print ads for these products still follow traditional formats and rarely integrate 

unexpected or irrelevant material into the advertisements. 

rnncfnirts anH Mpasiires 

Viewing time and recall of pictorial and copy elements were used as indicators 

of the elaborative processing of ad information during exposure. 

Prncfissing Timft. As subjects pressed the computer's ad advance key to view 

successive ads, the computer measured processing time (PT) or the amount of time 

subjects spent viewing the target ads. Processing time was the summation of time spent 

viewing both target ads. 

Pictorial Recall. For picture recall, an unaided recall measure was used. 

Unaided recall involves a situation in which a subject must independently produce 

previously acquired information. Although the total number of recalled items from the 

picture portion of the two target ads were summed, of primary interest was the recall of 

the pictorial element that exemplifies the conditions defined by expectancy and 

relevancy dimensions (Heckler & Childers, 1992). 

Two component recall scores were used. First, recall for the primary picture 

object exemplifying one of the four congruency conditions was scored. For instance, 

in the watch ad, an accurate recall for the picture object representing one of the four 

conditions (depending on which one the subject was assigned) would require mention of 



either a woman, octopus, nightstand, or tissue paper. Since only two advertisements 

served as target ads and given that subjects were scored as either identifying or not 

identifying the primary picture object for each ad, it was decided to divide this measure 

into two subcomponent parts. Rather than add scores for each subject across the two 

target ads and compare means between the various conditions (resulting in a narrow 

range of scores between 0-2), recall of the primary picture object was tested separately 

for each target ad. Thus recall of the primary picture object contained in the watch ad 

was labeled "WPPR" and for the cassette player "CPPR." 

The second recall measure involved recall of all other picture objects contained 

in an advertisement that appear across all four conditions within a product category. 

For instance, in the watch ads, regardless of condition, the two watches are displayed 

and positioned in the same place for all ads. If a subject recalled that there were two 

watches, of his and her's styles, colored gold with a diamond inserted in a black face, 

for instance, then recall scores would reflect these descriptive commonalities among the 

four conditions. This measure was labeled "Picture Recall" (PR). 

Copy Recall. Copy recall (CR) refers to the correct reference to the product 

attributes and benefits conveyed in the copy. For this measure, the advertised benefits 

and attributes were totaled for each subject across the two assigned target ads. Prior to 

answering the recall questions and to ensure that subjects knew which ad they should 

recall, category cues were provided. Subjects were then requested to recall the name of 
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the product brand and all advertised attributes and benefits for the first target ad. After 

responding to the recall questions, subjects followed the same recall procedure for the 

second and final target ad as outlined above. Separate boxes were provided in recalling 

material for each of the two target ads. In coding responses, a "gist" criterion was 

used which requires a recalled item to be scored as correct if it was equivalent in 

meaning to a presented item, even if its wording was not identical. 

Two judges, one familiar and one unfamiliar with the research, served as coders 

for the pictorial and copy measures. Overall inter-coder reliability was .97 for the 

Primary Picture Recall, .98 for Picture Recall, .93 for Attribute Recall. 

Style of Processing. After exposure to the final ad, subjects were given time to 

respond to a demographic questionnaire covering age, education level, gender, and so 

on. In addition, subjects were asked to fill out a 20-item "Style of Processing scale" 

(Heckler & Houston, 1993) to examine subjects' preferences to engage in visual versus 

verbal information processing. Although this scale was used to probe the relationship 

of visual and verbal processing on recall, the scale also served a distractor function, 

allowing sufficient time for subjects to clear short term memory prior to responding to 

the recall measures. This scale, however, was not used in this present study. 

Manipulation Check. Following the same manipulation check procedures used 

by other researchers conducting similar research in the area of involvement (MacKenzie 

& Spreng, 1992; Kahle & Homer, 1985; Petty et al., 1983), the author asked the HI 
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subjects at the end of the experiment to provide the name of the two product categories 

offered in the lottery. Subjects unable to recall the category "watch" and "cassette 

player" were eliminated from the analyses. 
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RESULTS 

Manipiilarinn-rherk- ResiilK 

The manipulation check for involvement showed that 93% of the HI subjects 

correctly recalled the two product types offered in the raffle. Those subjects who were 

unable to recall the two offered product types were eliminated from the analysis. 

Hypotheses Testing 

This study involves a 2 (Involvement) X 2 (Expectancy) X 2 (Relevancy) 

between-subjects design. An alpha level of .05 was used for all statistical tests. 

Preliminary analyses yielded no product or order effects on the major dependent 

variables. ANOVAs were run to test the hypotheses. Chi square tests were used for 

the primary picture object measures (WPPR and CPPR) for each target ad. A series of 

planned contrasts in one-way analyses of variance were run in testing processing time, 

copy recall, picture and primary picture recall (for a summary of hypotheses and results 

see table 1 and for ANOVA results see table 2). 

Dvp.rall Tnrnngnipnry Fffprt^; nn Sy<;fpmarif; Prnrftssing 

To facilitate the understanding of results, summary tables have been developed 

to provide a complete overview of the experimental analysis. Table 2 provides an 

analysis of variance for processing time, copy and picture recall. Table 3 offers one
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way analysis of variance results for pre-planned contrasts. Table 4 presents the 

appropriate mean scores of the variables. In table 5, chi-square analysis results for 

contrast comparisons of primary picture recall are offered. 

Results show no main effects for involvement, expectancy, and relevancy for 

processing time and copy recall. However, main effects did obtain for all three of 

these independent variables with relationship to picture recall. In addition, no 

interaction effects resulted for the three independent variables in relationship to 

processing time, copy, and picture recall. A series of planned comparisons follow that 

explore the relationships of the various combinations of incongruency. 

Plannfiri rnnfrasN 

Mndp.rafff rnmngnienry F.ffprts on All Siihjfirf!' <sy«;fpmarin Prnrpgcing 

Hypothesis 1 contains a number of comparisons between congruent (both E/R and 

E/IR) and moderately incongruent (UE/R) conditions. There was no significant 

difference between moderate incongruency (UE/R) and congruency (E/IR) on 

processing time and copy recall (see table 3). However, chi square results (see table 5) 

show that recall of the primary picture object for both watches [X^ (1, N = 49) = 

6.13, p< .05] and cassette players [X^ (1, M = 49) = 7.99, p< .01] was significant in 

the hypothesized direction. Interestingly, pictorial recall (PR) of all other common 

elements appearing across conditions was significantly different, but in the opposite 
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direction of that hypothesized (see table 3 and 4). Subjects' recalled more pictorial 

elements when the primary picture object was expected but irrelevant to the copy than 

if the primary picture object was unexpected, but still relevant. Given that subjects are 

limited-capacity processors, the appearance of an incongruent object appears to function 

as a distractor, drawing attention away from other pictorial elements in the ad and 

focusing it almost exclusively on the incongruent, unexpected object. 

In comparing moderate incongruency (UE/R) with the second type of congruent 

message (E/R), similar findings were obtained. Again, there was no significant 

difference between UE/R and E/R in terms of copy recall, although the means (see 

table 3 and 4) were in the hypothesized direction (3.6 and 2.9, respectively). As 

hypothesized, pictorial recall for the cassette player (CPPR) ads revealed a significantly 

larger percentage of students recalling the primary picture object in the moderately 

congruent condition than in the congruent condition [X^ (1, N = 50) = 6.21, p< .05)]. 

However, in the watch ads, the chi square test revealed no significant difference in 

frequencies for WPPR (see table 5). The attractiveness of the woman representing the 

E/R condition in the watch ad may have been a factor in subject recall. Finally, results 

show no significant difference between the E/R and UE/R conditions for PR. Again, 

the means were in the opposite direction from the hypothesis (2.6 for E/R and 1.9 for 

UE/R). These means point again to a possible distraction effect created by the UE/R 

pictorial object (see table 4). 
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F.YfTpmp Tnrnngniency Effects nn All Siihjerts' Systemafic Prf)re<!«;ing. 

Hypothesis one also extended the logic of the comparisons to comparisons of congruent 

(both E/R and E/IR) conditions with extreme incongruency (UE/IR), in which ads 

contained unexpected primary picture objects that were also irrelevant to the verbal 

message. In comparing extreme incongruency with the E/R condition, results showed 

that viewing time did not significantly differ between these two conditions. The 

planned comparison for recall of the verbal copy was nearly significant (F = 1.38, df 

= 1, 49, p = .056). The incongruent ad resulted in more copy recall (M = 4.32) 

than did the congruent ad (M = 2.96) (see Table 4), providing some support for the 

reconciliation effect. Neither of the chi-square analyses which were used to compare 

difference in the recall of the primary picture object for the two products were 

significant. Finally, recall of other pictorial objects did not significantly differ between 

these conditions. 

In comparing extreme incongruency with the second congruent condition 

(E/IR), processing time did not significantly differ between these two conditions, nor 

did copy recall. Recall of the primary picture object of the cassette did not differ 

between conditions, as indicated in the chi-square analysis, but this comparison did 

result in significantly different recall (see table 5) of the watch picture. Recall of other 

pictorial objects in the ads differed at a nearly significant level. The congruent ads led 
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to greater pictorial recall of non-primary objects (M = 4.12) than did the incongruent 

ads (M = 3.2), which contradicts the direction hypothesized. 

Mndpratf: Tnrnngnienry Effects nn T jnw Tnvnlvement Subject^;' Systematir 

Prnrp!<;sing PT was not significantly greater for LI subjects in the UE/R (M = 26.17 

sec.) compared to the E/R (M = 28.92 sec.) and E/IR (M = 24.4 sec.). In testing 

WPPR and CPPR, chi-square tests were run. Results showed no significance in LI 

subjects' ability to recall the primary picture object in UE/R versus E/R. However, 

there was a significant difference in the hypothesized direction for both WPPR [X^ (1, 

N = 21) = 5.74, p=.02)] and CPPR [X^ (1, N = 21) = 7.22, p=.007)] in the E/IR 

condition for both target ads. Results provide no support that LI pictorial recall (PR) 

was greater for UE/R (1.58) ads compared to E/R (2.08) ads. As shown, subjects 

actually recalled more picture items (other than the primary picture object) in the 

congruent condition (E/R) than in the moderately incongruent condition. Interestingly, 

pictorial recall in the congruent condition E/IR (4.3) was significantly greater than in 

the UE/R (2.08) condition (E(l, 19) = 9.52, p<.01), opposite to the hypothesized 

direction (see table 3 and 4). Again, this is similar to pictorial recall in all the other 

comparisons. Copy recall revealed no significant difference between UE/R and the two 

congruent conditions. However, means in both comparisons were in the hypothesized 

direction. 

i 

J 
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F.vtrpmp! Tnrnngnienry Fffprts nn T r>w Tnvnivement Subjects' Sysfemarir 

Prnre«;sing Small cell sizes continued to make chi-square analyses problematic. In 

comparing the UE/IR and E/R conditions, there was no significant difference in either 

WPPR and CPPR. Similarly, in comparing the UE/IR and E/IR condition, there was 

no significant difference in either WPPR and CPPR. In addition, PR results were not 

significant for comparisons of UE/IR and the two congruent conditions. 

In terms of CR, although subjects recalled more benefits and attributes in the ad 

in the UE/IR condition than in the E/R and E/IR condition (see table 4), the means 

were not significantiy different. 

Mnderatft Tncnngniency F.fffgrts nn Righ Tnvnivftmpnt .Siihjftrts;' Sy^temarin 

PrncRSsing. The results for Hypothesis 3 were also generally unsupportive of the 

hypothesized framework. PT for HI subjects viewing of ads in the UE/R condition 

was not greater than HI subjects in both the E/R and E/IR conditions (see table 4). 

Given the small cell sizes, the chi square results of recall of the primary picture object 

are questionable. For the cassette players, results were significant [X^ (1, N = 23) = 

9.22, p=.(X)2)] for CPPR in the E/R condition. For watches, results show no 

significance for WPPR in the E/R condition. In die E/IR condition, the hypothesis was 

confirmed for both WPPR [X^ (1, N = 21) = 5.74, p = .02)] and CPPR [X^ (1, N = 

21) = 7.22, p=.007). 

I 

J 
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In comparing means for pictorial recall (PR), no support was provided for the 

claim that HI subjects in the UE/R condition would recall more picture elements than in 

the E/R and E/IR conditions. And finally, for copy recall (CR), results were not 

significant. 

F.yfreme Tnrnngniftnry Fffert^ nn High Tnvnlvement .Stibjects' .Sysfemaric 

Prnrpssing. Results provided limited support for H3. Although average processing 

time in the UE/IR (33 seconds) was greater than in the E/R and E/IR (31.4 and 29 

seconds, respectively) condition, the differences were not significant. For PR, the 

means were not significantly different between the extreme incongnient and the two 

congruent conditions. However, recall for the primary picture objects was significantly 

different in the hypothesized proportions for CPPR [X^ (1, N = 20) =5.51, p. = .02] 

in the E/R comparison and significantly different in the hypothesized proportions for 

WPPR [X^ (1, N = 20) = 7.5, p. = .006] and CPPR [X^ (1, N = 20) = 3.8, p.=.05] 

in the E/IR comparison. However, small cell sizes call into question these results. The 

E/R comparison for WPPR was not significandy different (p. = , 19), but percentages 

were in the hypothesized direction (see table ). 

Relevancy Fffprt*; on High Tnvnlvpment Suhjeirt*;' Systfimatir Prnrj»<;?;ing. 

In the "Expected" condition, the effect of relevancy on systematic processing 

was of further interest in this study. As postulated in H4, pictorial recall for HI 

consumers in the E/R condition will be greater than for HI consumers in the E/IR 
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condition. H4 is concerned only with recall of the primary picture object representing 

the relevancy levels; recall of other pictorial items should be unaffected by the 

relevancy of the primary picture object. A chi-square test was run for each of the two 

target ads, testing frequency distributions pertaining to the general hypothesis that 

successful recall of the primary picture item is more prevalent under conditions of 

relevance than irrelevance. Again, the small sample sizes resulted in two cells 

dropping below the requisite cell size of 5. The results approached significance [X^ (1, 

N = 22) = 2.93, p. = .08] for WPPR, but were nonsignificant for CPPR (see table 5). 
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DISCUSSION, LIMITATIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS 

Although support for the hypotheses was limited in terms of statistical 

significance, cell means were remarkably consistent in the proportions and predicted 

directions for copy and primary picture recall. These patterns provide some qualified 

support that the two dimensions of incongruency-relevancy and expectancy-do play a 

role in information processing for both high- and low-involvement consumers, 

impacting both the processing of verbal and visual elements. Based on the results, it 

would appear that the commonly held view of involvement and processing may be 

overly simplistic. The following sections will provide a discussion of the results and 

offer possible limitations for the findings. 

Disrussinn of Rp<:ii1t«; 

Copy Recall 

The argument forwarded in this research is that traditional views of information 

processing for different involvement levels may be overly simplistic when dimensions 

of an executional cue are examined. For both HI and LI subjects, results did not 

provide evidence that message incongruency (both extreme and moderate incongruency) 

had a significant impact on subjects' processing of the verbal elements in the ad. For 

copy recall, examination of the means does, however, show a consistent pattern in the 
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hypothesized direction, but the differences were not significant (see tables 3 and 4). 

For both HI and LI subjects, copy recall was higher in the extremely incongruent 

condition over the moderate condition and higher in the moderate condition than in the 

congruent conditions. This provides some evidence, however limited, that moderate to 

extreme incongruency may motivate HI and LI subjects to process more of the verbal 

message. Extremely and moderately incongruent visuals appear to motivate subjects to 

engage in additional elaboration, or as Heckler and Childers (1992) describe it, a 

reconciliation process, in an attempt to make sense of the unexpected-irrelevant and 

unexpected-relevant information. 

Nonetheless, the question still remains, Why weren't the differences between 

incongruent and congruent conditions greater? Possible explanations may center on 

three factors: processing load as it relates to volume of ad exposures, a possible 

distraction function created by incongruent items, and the limitations of single-

exposures. 

PrncRssing loads. Webb (1979) conducted a laboratory study of television 

advertising and found that attention and recall dropped off with each successive ad 

exposure. In other words, the more ads viewed, the less ad information later recalled. 

Webb and Ray (1979) used an even stronger clutter manipulation and reported 

significant clutter effects on ad attention and brand recall. In terms of proactive 

interference, Blankenship and Whitely (1941) discovered that subjects who learned a 
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list of 18 food items and prices after studying another list of similar food items had 

lower recall scores on the 18 items and prices than those subjects who were not 

required to learn the earlier list. Similarly, Burke and Srull (1988) found that 

consumer memory for a brand's advertising was inhibited as a result of earlier 

advertising of competing brands. According to Burke and Srull (1988), these 

"proactive interference" effects grow with the passage of time. 

The conclusions drawn from this limited body of research provide some 

evidence that the volume of advertising may have a detrimental effect on memory for 

any particular ad. In this study, subjects were shown a total of five advertisements, 

three of which came before the two target ads. Proactive interference effects may have 

inhibited recall of information from the target ads. Exposure to fewer ads may have 

resulted in greater differences between conditions. For HI consumers, who were 

motivated to process not only the target ads but the preceding three filler ads, the effect 

from the volume of ad exposures may have been even more pronounced than for LI 

consumers. This may explain why HI consumers did not recall a signifirantly greater 

number of ad claims than LI consumers (although in general HI subjects did recall 

more). 

Processing load may not just be a function of the vnhimc, of ad exposures, but 

as Heckler and Childers (1992) note, the difficulty in understanding the information 

presented in the ad created by the incongruent elements. Their explanation for the 



absence of incongruency effects on copy recall focuses on the added difficulty in 

processing unexpected information. According to these authors, the increased 

difficulty in understanding incongruent information requires the viewer to use 

additional resources to process the information, creating potential processing overload. 

Heckler and Childers explain that print ads necessitate that all elements (picture and 

copy), be presented together, which increases processing loads in situations in which 

individuals are processing one item of information at a time. These authors 

demonstrated the processing-load effect through a manipulation check in their study 

that showed that unexpected elements (both relevant and irrelevant) were harder to 

understand, thus requiring additional resources for processing. 

In developing hypotheses for this project, this author largely ignored Heckler 

and Childers' (1992) conclusions regarding copy recall and incongruency for three 

reasons. First, Houston et al. (1987) reported an incongruency effect for verbal 

memory using interactive imagery. Second, Heckler and Childers gave students 30 

seconds to view each ad before asking them to continue to the next part of the 

experiment. However, in a more natural setting, their subjects may have spent more or 

less than 30 seconds to view the ad. The imposition of a fixed time period may have 

cloaked the differences in copy recall created by the combinations of expectancy and 

relevancy because all subjects viewed the ad for the same period of time, regardless of 

potential differences in motivational factors. Third, if subjects do indeed engage in a 
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reconciliation process, then reconciling the unexpected element can only be achieved 

through a connection to the copy portion of the ad~which involves establishing 

relevance. Whether or not the reconciliation was successful, a closer examination of 

the copy would have resulted, thus enhancing recall. As mentioned, however, this 

reconciliation process may substantially increase processing loads. 

Tnrnngnienr.y as aflrartinn and Histranrinn Related to interference is the 

weighty processing load typical of print advertising. Heckler and Childers (1992) note 

that print ads that include botii copy and pictijres, presented simultaneously, 

substantially increase processing loads. Lord and Bumkrant's (1993) article on viewer 

processing of television commercials explains that this additional effort in processing 

"attention-engaging devices" may serve to distract the viewer. These latter researchers 

examine how a viewers' involvement in a particular television program interacts with 

the viewers' involvement in the advertising message and the ad's inherent attention-

engaging capacity. They note that advertisers often use dramatic, novel, or otherwise 

unexpected visual and/or audio stimulus in such a way that it "imposes itself upon the 

senses of its audience with such intensity that it commands immediate attention. . .even 

in the absence of any intrinsic or extrinsic sources of personal relevance" (p. 49). 

According to Lord and Bumkrant, these attention-engaging devices may be 

successful in attracting attention away from the program, but may "fail to reorient it 

toward the commercial" (p. 49). They argue that the added effort required to process 
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the device may serve to further distract the viewer from processing of the 

advertisement's message content. This observation seems more relevant for situations 

in which the viewer has only a limited time to process the information (e.g. watching a 

television commercial). Such external constraints are rarely present in viewing print 

ads. Nevertheless, subjects may impose their own time constraints, determining the 

amount of time and mental energy they should expend in reconciling an unexpected 

item with the context of the ad. 

Most likely the incongruent items serve both an attracting and distracting 

function. As ahready mentioned. Lord and Bumkrant (1993) observe that such novel 

visuals do command attention, but may only distract the viewer from processing certain 

components of the advertisement's message content. Part of the reconciliation or sense 

making process involves examining the unexpected object's relevancy to the ad's copy. 

When an ad contains multiple product benefits and attributes (and thus multiple 

themes), only some of which are considered relevant to the object, relevancy is 

established by the viewer's ability to link the object to one of the themes. The 

reconciliation process involving the establishment of relevancy may distract the viewer 

from elaborating on those attributes and benefits judged as unrelated to the unexpected 

object. Thus, the incongruent image serves as an "attracter," possibly increasing 

motivation and directing attention to the copy, and also as a distracter in that attention 

is focused more on the relevant and less on the irrelevant attributes. Maclnnis and 
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Jaworski (1989) observe that attentional resources are selective and that processing 

capacity is limited. They propose that high motivation to simultaneously process 

several goal objects (for example, in this study that might include the goal of evaluating 

the product and the goal of understanding the relationship among the ad's contextual 

elements) may not result in high levels of processing of either object. 

Singlp PYpnciirR^ A well known principle in memory literature and certainly 

related to the discussion of "information load," is the increase in recall and recognition 

of the stimulus as a result of repetition. Sawyer (1974) notes that with more 

presentations of a stimulus, recall and recognition will increase, with successive 

exposures resulting in decreasing increments in memory. As Bettman (1979) explains, 

"even when the consumer is trying actively to learn the information contained in an ad, 

if there is a great deal of information a number of repetitions may be necessary before 

the consumer can learn that information" (p. 48). 

Krugman (1972) claims that three repetitions are often sufficient to gain 

adequate levels of recall. He observes that the first exposure evokes a "What is It?" 

response, the second produces more detailed evaluative responses and purchasing plans, 

and the third serves as a reminder to carry out plans formed during the second 

exposure. Thus, more than one exposure may be needed to uncover the full effects that 

incongruency may have on copy recall. 
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.<^iimmary Although results in this research do show a consistent pattern of 

increased processing of the verbal message in the incongruent conditions for HI and LI 

subjects, recall of product attributes may be impeded by a number of factors. First, the 

processing demands resulting from the volume of ad exposures may create proactive 

interference, making it more difficult for subjects to recall copy content in the two 

target ads, especially for HI subjects. Second, the reconciliation process that 

characterizes subjects' responses to viewing incongruent objects may distract subjects 

from further processing irrelevant product claims. And finally, a single ad exposure 

may be insufficient to produce recall effects created by the various executional cues. 

Primary Picnire Recall 

In the high involvement condition, there was support for the claim that 

moderately and extremely incongruent messages enhance recall of the primary picture 

object. The chi-square analyses reveal that the percentage of subjects recalling the 

primary picture object for both target products was higher for all incongruent over 

congruent conditions and statistically higher for six of the eight comparisons. Heckler 

and Childer's (1992) hypothesized, but did not obtain, a significant increase in recall of 

the primary picture object for incongruent ads. The present study does offer some 

evidence that incongruent objects do increase elaborative processing. 
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Another comparison in this study focused on the relevancy dimension. Heckler 

and Childers' (1992) found that when information is expected but also irrelevant, it will 

be discounted and not as effectively encoded in memory as expected-relevant 

information. Results from this study provided partial support (approaching 

significance) for Heckler and Childers' findings, but only for the ad containing the 

watch and not for the cassette player. Close examination of the objects used to 

represent dimensions of relevancy in the expected condition for the cassette player 

provide a possible explanation for the partial support. For the object representing the 

E/IR condition, a cassette tape appeared next to the product. However, Disney's 

popular "Aladin" movie is written on the side of the tape and may have given that 

condition an additional advantage not shared by the object representing the E/R 

condition. 

Results for LI subjects' recall of the primary picture object are more complex 

and difficult to sort out. In testing the frequencies for successful recall of the primary 

picture object for the watch and cassette ads, no significant results were obtained, 

although a number of percentages were in the hypothesized proportion. The one result 

that was opposite to hypothesized expectations was the expected-relevant condition in 

both the watch and cassette player ads. For both ads, an attractive woman wearing or 

using the product represented the congruent condition. However, in the unexpected-

relevant condition, an octopus was seen wearing the watch and a camel was seen using 

I 
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the cassette player. The attractiveness of the women may have possessed a greater 

attractive force than other congruent items that might have been used. 

The percentage of successful recall for UE/R, UE/IR, and E/R conditions were 

relatively high. The previously mentioned higher copy recall means, however, for 

extreme and moderate incongruency over E/R would imply that subjects attending to 

the women in the congruent ads were not as motivated to read the copy as were 

subjects in the two incongruent conditions. In other words, the expectedness of the 

women does not carry the same motivating force as picture items representing the 

unexpected conditions. 

Pinhirp. Rsrall (Tfems Other fhan Primary Pirnire Dhjert) 

One of the more surprising results in this research deals with recall of all other 

picture items other than the primary picture object. Findings were opposite to the 

hypothesized directions and fairly consistent across levels of involvement, although the 

differences were rarely significant. Interestingly, these results are very close to 

Heckler and Childers (1992) results, which were also contrary to their hypotheses. 

In plotting the means for both HI and LI subjects, a clear pattern appears in 

which recall of picture items is lowest in the moderately incongruent conditions. 

Picture recall in the moderate condition was significantly less than the E/IR condition 

for both LI and HI subjects and considerably less than the E/R condition. There were 
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no significant differences, however, between the extremely incongruent and congruent 

conditions. One possible explanation again centers on distraction. 

As discussed earlier, some evidence exists that subjects viewing either the 

extremely or moderately incongruent ads may be motivated to process the ad copy in an 

attempt to reconcile the unexpected item with the ad context. For subjects in the 

moderately incongruent (UE/R) condition, reconciliation is achieved upon processing 

the product attribute(s) relevant to the primary picture object. As limited-capacity 

processors, subjects may have expended mental resources in resolving the incongruency 

at the expense of processing other picture items, for the reconciliation resides in the 

link between the primary picture object and the copy, not necessarily with other picture 

items. Those subjects viewing extremely incongruent (UE/IR) ads, however, will also 

be motivated to reconcile or make sense of the unexpected picture item. However, 

unlike those subjects in the moderate condition, successful reconciliation is unlikely. 

Given the irrelevancy of these unexpected objects to any product attributes, subjects 

may look more closely at the remaining picture items in their attempt to make sense of 

the unexpected item. This possible extended search into other picture items will most 

likely increase recall of those items. 

This possible distraction effect occurring in the moderately incongruent 

condition has considerable support in the literature. Lynch and Srull (1982) note that 

although unexpected information captures more attention and is better recalled than 
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expected information, it often does so at the expense of other information. They 

observe that the exact nature of this constraint varies from study to study (Brenner, 

1971, 1973; Detterman & Ellis, 1972; Kimble & Dufont, 1955; Newman & Saltz 

1958). Since one's attention and processing abilities are limited (Kahneman, 1973), 

when subjects' attention is drawn to unexpected information, this might mean that "less 

attention can be allocated to the immediately surrounding information" (Lynch & SruU, 

1982, p. 32). For instance, Gardner (1983) found that although she could increase 

memorability of a product feature by making it very prominent, she did so at the 

expense of the nonprominent attributes also found in the ad. 

This distraction effect can be illustrated in an example of the watch ad. 

Subjects in the moderate condition see an octopus wearing the watch sitting next to the 

featured watches. A quick read of the copy tells the puzzled subjects that the watch is 

waterproof and therefore relevant, thus the sense making goal is achieved. Subjects 

viewing a roll of toilet paper appearing next to the featured watches, representing the 

extremely incongruent condition, are also motivated to search the copy for an 

explanation. For these subjects, however, reading the copy does not generally provide 

a satisfactory explanation. At this point, it is possible that another look at the other 

picture items is conducted since the copy offered no clues about the meaning of the 

toilet paper. Subjects in the congruent conditions are not distracted by an unexpected 

item and therefore are better able to recall the other picture items. 
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PrncRSsing Time 

Processing time as a dependent variable produced no incongruency effects. The 

hypotheses predicting incongruency effects such that those subjects viewing incongruent 

images would spend more time processing information than would subjects viewing 

congruent images due to the additional time required to reconcile the incongniencies. 

After determining that there were no significant differences in processing time 

among the conditions, an examination for any possible patterns in the means was 

conducted. For both HI and LI subjects, extreme incongruency did result in longer 

processing times than moderate incongruency (see table 4). This was expected given 

the longer predicted time required to reconcile unexpected/irrelevant information. 

In addition, both HI and LI subjects had longer processing times in the 

extremely incongruent condition than for the congruent condition of 

expected/irrelevant. This pattern provided some support for the claim that extreme 

incongniencies may motivate subjects to more fiilly attend to and scrutinize such an ad. 

However, of the two involvement groups, only HI subjects had longer processing times 

in the extremely incongruent condition than in the second congruent condition of 

expected/relevant (see table 4). Again, the only explanation offered for this unexpected 

result is the attractiveness of the women representing this condition. LI subjects that 

might have otherwise ignored or only cursorily attended to an ad with expected/relevant 

objects possessing less attractive force, may have been drawn by the nature of this 
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expected/relevant object. For instance, if an elegant watch case had represented this 

condition and not an elegant woman, perhaps LI subjects would not have invested the 

same amount of time. 

Perhaps the most difficult results to sort out center on moderately incongruent 

images. Only when compared to the congruent condition of expected/irrelevant did the 

moderately incongruent condition produce longer processing time, and only for LI 

subjects. In all other comparisons, the moderate condition resulted in the lowest of 

processing times (see table 4). These results appear counterintuitive. One would 

expect the appearance of incongruent/relevant objects to create added interest and a 

desire to connect this unexpected element to other elements in the ad. This takes time 

and added elaboration, yet processing times provide no supportive evidence. Only two 

possible—and very tentative—explanations are forwarded: 

The first draws from Maclnnis and Jaworski's (1989) recognition that subjects 

may be motivated to simultaneously process several goal objects. Subjects viewing 

unexpected items not only have as a goal the evaluation of the product, but the new 

goal of making sense of the incongruency. This latter sensemaking goal may take 

precedence over the larger evaluation goal, and for many subjects, may even facilitate 

the processing of other ad elements (i.e. product attributes and benefits). A subject 

viewing the cassette-carrying camel (UE/R), for example, may find it easier to process 

certain relevant aspects of the ad (e.g. weather resistant to moisture, sand, and dust and 
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longlasting). In other words, the unexpected/relevant object may function as a 

facilitator, speeding up the evaluative process. Those subjects viewing the congruent 

ads process information without the aid of such salient and relevant features. 

It is interesting to note that differences in processing time among the four 

incongruency conditions were more pronounced for HI than for LI subjects. The range 

for LI subjects across incongruency conditions was roughly 5 seconds compared to 

nearly 11 seconds for HI subjects (see table 4). It is not surprising that incongruency 

effects have less impact on LI subjects given their low motivation to process ad 

information. 

The second explanation for the lack of significance in processing time— 

instrumentation-is really more a problem than an explanation. Slight delays in image 

retrieval speeds may have been present, variant among the different computers used in 

the lab. The possibility of differential retrieval times was not entertained at the time 

the experiment was run, but in retrospect, may have existed. Although the delay 

differences could not have been more than a couple of seconds, if at aU, and would 

have had little effect on the copy and pictorial recall measures, they could have 

confounded the processing time results. 



96 

T.imitarinns 

Like all research, this project was not without its limitations. The laboratory 

setting, involvement measures, number of target ads, and sample size and statistical 

power (see table 3 for power analysis) may have imposed some limitations on the 

results. 

T .ahnrafnry .Spfting 

Although efforts were made to maximize the differences between high and low 

involvement subjects through various manipulation procedures, laboratory settings may 

create a higher level of task involvement than may exist when subjects examine ads and 

evaluate brands in more natural settings. Carefully designed instructions, manipulation 

procedures, and the exposing of subjects to multiple ads were all intended to reduce 

these effects, but the effect of the setting on involvement may still exercise some 

influence. 

Tnvnivempnt Mpasiirp*; 

Another limitation also deals with involvement. Although the 

personal/situational involvement research stream has provided excellent procedures on 

how researchers might best manipulate involvement through antecedent conditions, 

others have criticized this stream for its lack of the use of more rigorous manipulations 
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checks to determine if, in fact, subjects were more involved in the content of the 

advertised message (Andrews et al., 1990). Although data from subjects in the HI 

condition were included only if HI subjects remembered the products offered in the 

lottery, an assumption was made, based on previous research designs (Kahle & Homer, 

1985; MacKenzie & Spreng, 1992; Petty & Cacioppo, 1981; Petty et al., 1983) that 

successful recall of the lottery, combined with the instructions described in the 

procedure section, would be adequate in creating a high involvement condition. This 

was accomplished without actually measuring involvement. This assumption may be 

overly optimistic. In retrospect, a superior design would have included questions 

assessing the degree of subject involvement. Such questions would have allowed 

comparisons among subjects closer to the polar ends of the involvement continuum. 

However, post-exposure measures of involvement would not be pure measures of 

personal/situational involvement, but would inevitably contain elements of heightened 

involvement resulting from combinations of expectancy and relevancy dimensions. 

Niimhftr nf Target Ads 

Perhaps the use of messages in only two product categories, watches and 

cassette players, raises issues of generalizability. Although subjects viewed ads for five 

products, only responses on two ads were recorded. As mentioned earlier, there is 

concern that the specific images used to represent the expected/relevant conditions (an 
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elegant woman and woman jogger) may have generated more interest than if the images 

had been inanimate objects (i.e. a watch case) or less attractive models. However, the 

manipulation of incongruency is not possible without also potentially changing the 

content of the ad. Stafford et al. (1996) and McQuarrie and Mick (1992), both note, 

however, that alternative explanations arising from content changes, can never be ruled 

out entirely. Attempts are made, nevertheless, to control for this possibility through 

pretesting of material and by including more than one ad. Perhaps examining 

incongruency effects with more products would have lessened the concern over content 

changes. Incongruency studies should provide descriptions of the images used to 

represent congruency and incongruency so a clearer understanding of the nature of the 

images and their potential impact on recall might be more fiilly understood. 

Sample. Rlre. and Pnwp.r 

The relatively small number of subjects in this study is a final limitation. With 

ICX) subjects and roughly 12 subjects per cell, statistical power for many comparisons 

and chi square analyses was low (see table 3). Differences not observed in this study 

may exist, nonetheless, but low power (see table 3) may have made it difficult to 

identify these differences. 
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Tmplicarinns 

In spite of these limitations, this research does offer some support for Heckler 

and Childers (1992) multidimensional conceptualization of incongruity. In addition, 

expectancy and relevancy appear to exercise some influence, however limited, on both 

the processing of verbal and visual elements in print ads. For advertisers, the results of 

this study indicate that the inclusion of a moderately inconguent or extremely 

incongruent graphic may increase recall of the copy portion of the ad, but may distract 

viewers from processing other visuals in the ad. In the example offered in the 

introduction, although the rollerblading rhino may direct viewers' attention to that 

image and the written copy, the rhino may also distract the viewers from processing 

other visuals contained in the ad. To the extent that advertisers consider the processing 

of these other visuals important, incongruent images may prove problematic. 

Future research should examine the effect that incongruency has on HI and LI 

viewers' attitudes toward the product and the advertisement. For HI subjects, 

inconguent graphics may be perceived as annoying and distracting, thus potentially 

affecting the evaluation of the product. However, for LI subjects, such novel and 

strange images may increase liking for the product. 

In addition, more research is needed in examining the sources of expectations 

for pictorial images in print ads. Do viewers have well-developed schemas for design 

features, scenary, objects, etc. in print ads for certain product-categories? To what 
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extent does a single theme or multiple themes established by the copy portion create 

expectations for certain pictorial elements? Do schema-derived expectations override 

theme-generated expectations? More research in this area is needed to answer these 

questions. 

The effect of intrinsic sources of involvement on the processing and attitudes of 

viewers exposed to incongruency may be a further area of interest. Since most 

involvement researchers have examined only the effects of situational sources of 

personal relevance involvement, understanding how intrinsic sources may interact with 

incongruent messages might offer some interesting insights. 



Figure I: Galaxy Cameras fUnexpected/'Irrelevant) 



Figure 2: Galaxy Cameras (Expected/Irrelevant) 
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Figure 3 Galaxy Cameras ( Expected/Relevant) 
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Figure 4 Galaxy Camera (Unexpected/Relevant) 1 04 
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Figure 5 Galaxy Camera (Unexpected/Relevant) 
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Figure 6 Degree Calculators ("Expected/Irrelevant) 
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Figure 7 Degree Calculators (Unexpected/Irrelevant) 
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Figure 9 Sunset Coolers (Unexpected/Relevant) 
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Figure 10 Sunset Coolers (Unexpected/Irrelevant) 
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Figure 11: Sunset Coolers (Unexpected/Relevant) 
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Figure 12 Sunset Coolers (Expected/Irrelevant) 
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Figure 13: Profile Cordless Phones (Expected/Relevant) 
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Figure 14 Profile Cordless Phones (Unexpected/Relevant) 
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Figure 15: Profile Cordless Phones (Unexpected/Irrelevant) 
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Figure 16 Profile Cordless Phones (Expected/Irrelevant) 
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Figure 18: Compose Cassette Player (Unexpected/Relevant) 
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Figure 19: Compose Cassette Players (Expected/Relevant) 
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Figure 20 Compose Cassette Players (Unexpected'Irrelevant) 
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Figure 21. Crown Watches CL'nexpected/Relevant) 
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Figure 22 Crown U'atches (Expected/Irrelevant) 



Figure 23: Crown Watches (Expected/Relevant) 



Figure 24: Crown Watches (Unexpected/Irrelevant) 
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Figure 25 Crown Watches (Unexpected/Relevant) 
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Table 1 

Siimmaiy nf BTypofhpcps and RpciilK 

Hypoth. Tnvnlve Camparisnn 
1 N/A UE/R > E/R 

UE/R > E/IR 

N/A UE/IR > E/R 

UE/IR > E/IR 

2 Low UE/R > E/R 

UE/R > E/IR 

UE/IR > E/R 

UE/IR > E/IR 

DY SiippoitRd? 
PT No 
CR No 
PR No 
WPPR No 
CPPR Yes 
PT No 
CR No 
PR No 
WPPR Yes 
CPPR Yes 
PT No 
CR No (p = .06) 
PR No 
WPPR No 
CPPR No 
PT No 
CR No 
PR No 
WPPR Yes 
CPPR No 
PT No 
CR No 
PR No 
WPPR No 
CPPR No 
PT No 
CR No 
PR No 
WPPR No(p = .1) 
CPPR No 
PT No 
CR No 
PR No 
WPPR No 
CPPR No 

PT No 



Table 1 (continued) 

Wypnfh Tnvnlve, 

3 ffigh 

ffigh 

4 High 

rnmparicnn DY Supported? 
CR No 
PR No 
WPPR No(p = .1) 
CPPR No 

UE/R > E/R PT No 
CR No 
PR No 
WPPR No 
CPPR Yes 

UE/R > E/IR PT No 
CR No 
PR No 
WPPR Yes 
CPPR Yes 

UE/IR > E/R PT No 
PR No 
WPPR No 
CPPR Yes 

UE/IR > E/IR PT No 
PR No 
WPPR Yes 
CPPR Yes 

E/R > E/IR PR No 
WPPR Yes 
CPPR No 
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Table 2 

Analygis nf Varianre. for PTT>CRS<;ing Time, Copy and Pictiirft Recall 

E 

Source df Process T. Picture R. Copy R. 

Involvement (I) 1 0.01 5.21 * 0.0 

Expectancy (E) 1 1.64 5.6 * 2.72 

Relevancy (R) 1 0.49 16.2 ** 1.72 

I x E  1 0.05 0.34 0.0 

I x R  1 0.65 0.18 0.14 

E x R  1 3.03 0.18 0.09 

I X E X R 1 0.02 1.14 1.25 

Note. T = Time; R = Recall. 
*p < .05. **p < .01. 
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Table 3 

One-way Analyst nf Variancp RpsiiIk fnr Prp-plannpiri rnnlrasts 

Prncessing Time 

Comparisons F df p Power 

HI: UE/R vs. E/R 3.2 1,47 .07 .53 
UE/R vs. E/IR 0.38 1,47 .54 .15 
UE/IR vs. E/R L38 1,49 .25 .20 
UE/m vs. E/IR 0.19 1,48 .66 .11 

H2: UE/R vs. E/R (LD 0.25 1,22 .62 .12 
UE/R vs. E/IR (LI) 0.12 1,22 .73 .10 
UE/m vs. E/R (LT) 0.04 1,22 .84 .07 
UE/IR vs. EAR (LD 0.28 1,22 .60 .13 

H3: UE/R vs. E/R (HI) 2.24 1,21 .15 .31 
UE/R vs. E/IR (HI) 1.0 1,19 .33 .28 
UE/IR vs. E/R (HI) 0.11 1,20 .75 .08 
UE/IR vs. E/IR (HI) 0.46 1,18 .51 .18 

H4: E/R vs. E/m 0.58 1,20 .45 .10 

Copy. Recall 

Comparisons F df P Power 

HI; UE/R vs. E/R 1.0 1,48 .31 .25 
UE/R vs. E/IR .06 1,47 .81 .10 
UE/IR vs. E/R 3.81 1,49 .06 .58 
UE/IR vs. E/IR 1.71 1,48 .20 .38 

H2: UE/R vs. E/R (LI) .02 1,23 .89 .05 
UE/R vs. E/IR (LI) .16 1,22 .69 .08 
UE/IR vs. E/R (LI) 1.7 1,23 .20 .35 
UE/IR vs. E/IR (LI) 2.45 1,22 .13 .45 

H3: UE/R vs. E/R (HI) 1.97 1,21 .17 .40 
UE/R vs. E/IR (HI) .01 1,19 .91 .06 
UE/IR vs. E/R (HI) 2.3 1,20 .14 .45 
UE/IR vs. E/IR (HI) .11 1,18 .75 .10 

H4: E/R vs. E/IR 2.39 1,20 .14 .47 
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Table 3 (continued) 

Pirfiirft Rprall 

Comparison F df p Power 

HI: UE/R vs. E/R 2.0 1,48 .16 .35 
UE/R vs. E/IR 19.3 1.47 .001 .99 
UE/IR vs. E/R 1.5 1,49 .23 .33 
UE/IR vs. E/IR 3.33 1,48 .07 .55 

H2: UE/R vs. E/R (LI) 0.73 1,23 .40 .05 
UE/R vs. E/IR (LI 10.9 1,22 .003 .83 
UE/IR vs. E/R (LI) 0.61 1,23 .44 .19 
UE/IR vs. E/IR (LI) 3.38 1,22 .08 .56 

H3; UE/R vs. E/R (HI) 2.23 1,21 .15 .45 
UE/R vs. E/IR (HI) 9.52 1,19 .006 .95 
UE/IR vs. E/R (HI) 1.23 1,20 .28 .28 
UE/IR vs. E/IR (HI) 0.16 1,18 .69 .11 

H4: E/R vs. E/IR 3.52 1,20 .07 .60 



Table 4 

Means for Cnnrrasf Tests 

Low Involvement Subjects 

Expected TTnexpef^terl 

Dependent variable ReL Trrel ReL TrreL 
Processing Time (sec.) 28.9 24.4 26.2 27.6 
Copy Recall 3.3 3.1 3.3 4.5 
Picture Recall 2.1 4.1 2.1 2.6 

High Involvement Subjects 

F.xperted TTnexpectfid 

Dependent variable ReL Trrel. ReL Trrel. 

Processing Time 31.4 29 22.5 33.0 
Copy Recall 2.7 4.1 4.0 4.5 
Picture Recall 3.2 4.3 2.1 4.0 

All Subjects 

Expected TTnexpected 

Dependent variable ReL Trrel ReL Trrel 

Processing Time 32.0 26.6 24.3 28.3 
Copy Recall 3.0 3.4 3.6 4.3 
Picture Recall 2.6 4.1 2.0 3.2 



Table 5 

rhi-cqiiare RPSIIIK for rnnfrast rnmparisnir; nf Primary Pirtiirp. Rprall 

% Successfully 
X -P- JL Rprfl11ing-ra«pttp 

HI: UE/R V. E/R 6.21 .01 50 UE/R (92%) E/R (61%) 
UE/R V. E/IR 7.99 .005 50 UE/R (92%) E/m (56%) 
UE/IR V. E/R .63 .43 50 UE/m (72%) E/R (61%) 
UE/m V. E/m 1.39 .24 50 UE/m (72%) E/m (56%) 

H2: UE/R V. E/R (LI) 1.01 .31 25 UE/R (92%) E/R (77%) 
UE/R V. E/IR (LI) 2.27 .14 24 UE/R (92%) E/m (67%) 
UE/m V. E/R (LI) .33 .57 25 UE/m (67%) E/R (77%) 
UE/IR V. E/IR (LI) .0 1.0 25 UE/m (67%) E/m (67%) 

H3: UE/R V. E/R (HI) 9.22 .002 23 UE/R (100%) E/R (42%) 
UE/R V. E/IR (HI) 7.22 .007 21 UE/R (100%) E/IR (50%) 
UE/IR V. E/R (HI) 5.51 .02 22 UE/m (90%) E/R (42%) 
UE/IR V. E/IR (HI) 3.81 .05 22 UE/m (90%) E/m (50%) 

H4: E/R V. E/IR (HI) .15 .69 22 E/R (42%) E/m (50%) 

Watrh 

HI: UE/R V. E/R .02 .88 50 UE/R (75%) E/R (73%) 
UE/R V. E/IR 6.13 .01 50 UE/R (75%) E/m (40%) 
UE/IR V. E/R .34 .56 50 UE/m (80%) E/R (73%) 
UE/IR V. E/IR 8.33 .003 50 UE/m (80%) E/m (40%) 

H2: UE/R V. E/R (LI) .36 .55 25 UE/R (75%) E/R (85%) 
UE/R V. E/m (LI) 2.74 .1 25 UE/R (75%) E/m (42%) 
UE/IR V. E/R (LI) .36 .55 25 UE/m (75%) E/R (85%) 
UE/m V. E/m (LI) 2.74 .1 25 UE/m (75%) E/m (42%) 

H3: UE/R V. E/R (HI) .68 .4 23 UE/R (82%) E/R (67%) 
UE/R V. E/m (HI) 5.74 .02 23 UEm (82%) E/m (30%) 
UE/m V. E/R (HI) 1.69 .19 23 UE/m (90%) E/R (67%) 
UE/m V. E/m (HI) 7.5 .006 23 UE/m (90%) E/m (30%) 

H4: E/R V. E/m (HI) 2.93 .09 22 E/R (67%) E/m (30%) 



133 

APPENDIX A: Instructions to High and Low Involvement Subjects 

Tn«;tniprinn<! fnr Righ rnvnlvfimpnf .Snhjerfs 

The Department of Communication is collaborating with Bancroft & Dalton, a national 
marketing research firm, to conduct a series of studies testing print advertisements for 
various products. The creators of these ads are interested in receiving consumer input 
early in the design process. You will be asked to evaluate a number of ads in rough 
draft form. Afer seeing all the ads, you will be asked to rate your feelings toward each 
product and then each advertisement. Pay close attention to the ads and consider your 
interest in buying the products. The products displayed in the ads will soon be 
available for sale in Arizona toward the end of the summer and your opinions will have 
a gjgnifirant impact on marketing decisions and will factor in hpavily in whether the 
ads will be used. 

For participating in this study, you will also qualify to participate in a lottery 
(involving only those UA students involved in this study). Your name may be drawn 
to win a free gift certificate to apply toward a new watch or portable cassette player 
(depending on which of the two products we select for the lottery). If you win, you 
will be contacted and asked to select from a list of brands for either the watch or 
cassette player. Among the list of brans from which you may sleet, will be some new 
brands from advertisements you will be evaluating in a moment (for the watch and 
cassette player). 

TncfniPtinns fnr T r>w Tnvnlvempnt Siihjf^r'; 

The Department of Communication is collaborating with Bancroft & Dalton, a national 
marketing research firm, to conduct a series of studies testing print advertisements for 
various products. The creators of these ads are interested in receiving consumer input 
early in the design process. You will be asked to evaluate a number of ads in rough 
draft form. Afer seeing all the ads, you will be asked to rate your feelings toward each 
product and then each advertisement. 

These products will not be available in Arizona. Your opinions, however are 
appreciated. You need not feel any anxiety in evaluating the products and 
advertisements because your opinions will be aggregated with many other participants 
in this study. 
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