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This thesis investigates the role of social context in consumer response to 

advertising. The first two essays report the results of an empirical research program 

on social context and advertising reception where I focus on two basic dimensions of 

social context: presence versus absence and audience composition. 

In the first essay I present the results of a series of experiments that investigate 

the consequences of social presence - seeing an ad alone or in company of another 

person - for message reception. Using reaction times on a lexical decision task. I 

show that the presence of another person increases the accessibility of a concern with 

social desirability. The experiments also found a significant impact of social context 

on recall memory, one that mirrored the relative shift in reaction times. The results 

provide a novel theoretical framework on the role of social context with important 

implications for advertisers and marketing researchers. 

In the second essay I focus on audience composition effects and assess the 

influence of self-construal on advertising response. Drawing from literature on 

idciltit\ salience I propose a theoretical framework to explain how consumer context 

can influence the effectiveness of social marketing campaigns. In a series of 

e\periments I examine how situational factors can increase the salience of a certain 

identit\ dimension (e. g.. gender) and thereby increase one's perceived susceptibility 

to risky associated with this trait (e. g.. prostrate cancer), as well as influence affective 

and attentional processes during exposure to health-related communications. 

The third essay reviews the conceptual foundations of advertising polysemy - 

the occurrence of different interpretations for the same advertising message. Taking a 

multidisciplinary perspective, I identify five recurrent themes to foster our 

understanding of the influence of social variables in advertising interpretation. 

Implications for advertising practice and market segmentation are discussed. 



To mamma & babbo 
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INTRODUCTION 

This dissertation explores how consumer responses to advertisements are 

influenced by social context, the presence of other individuals at the time of message 

exposure. In two empirical essays I take a social psychological perspective on the 

influence of social context on advertising processing. In the first essay I look at how 

mere social presence affects construct accessibility and memory, whereas the second 

essay presents an assessment of audience composition effects on perceived risk 

estimates. In the final theoretical essay I review the conceptual foundations of 

advertising polysemy - the occurrence of different interpretations for the same 

advertising message - and propose a framework to explain the factors that enable or 

inhibit the occurrence of multiple meanings for the same ad. 

Social psychology has provided innumerable demonstration of how the social 

environment affects individual's thinking and behavior (Gilbert, Fiske, and Lindzey 

1998). Humans are inherently social, indeed, it is difficult to imagine a situation that 

is purely cognitive - devoid of emotions, social meanings, social intentions" (Levine, 

Resnick and Higins 1993, p. 604). Advertising is not only consumed with social 

intentions, but it is also one of the most important vehicles of social information 

(Leiss, Kline. and Jhally 1997: Levy 1959). Given the density of social meaning that 

characterizes advertisements, the seemingly inexhaustible thirst for social information 

displayed by individuals, and their responsiveness to social cues, it becomes almost a 

truism to assert that social context is an important determinant of response to 

advertising messages. 
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Nevertheless, marketing research has almost entirely ignored the influence of 

social context on advertising reception (Mick and Buhl 1992: Ritson and Elliot 1999). 

There are several reasons for this dearth of research. The first reflects marketing's 

dominant theoretical assumptions. The supremacy of methodological individualism as 

a method of inquiry within the social sciences, and within psychology in particular 

(e. g., Ritzer and Gindoff 1992: Su et al. 1999) implies a disproportionate amount of 

advertising research solely devoted to the advertising-viewer dyad (Mick 1992). The 

focus on individual, a-contextual, responses to advertising was further fostered by the 

popularity of the information processing paradigm (Bettman 1979; McCracken 1987: 

Scott 1994), one that is based on the concept of computers, hardware and software 

devoid of social needs. These theoretical traditions have also had methodological 

repercussions. Social psychologists are used to think about social behavior in 

individual terms and this has led to limited interest in the conceptualization and 

measurement of group phenomena (Fiske and Goodwin 1994; Levine and Moreland 

1998). 

There are practical reasons as well: Experimental research that includes 

attention to social context effects is burdensome to conduct (Steiner 1986). 

Manipulations of social context are operationally challenging as they require 

complicated experimental procedures or the use of confederates. For example, in 

academic advertising research data is often collected in the classroom, a setting that is 

not well-suited for manipulations of social context. 

The final reason for lack of research on the role of social context on 

advertising reception lies in prevailing managerial conceptions of what variables are 

under the control of the firm (Ritson and Elliot 1999). The independent variables 

manipulated in advertising experiments are generally variables such as the cope. 



program context, or stimulus exposure (e. g.. repetition) that are to a large extent 

endogenous for the advertiser. Although it is sometimes acknowledged that media 

differ in their likelihood of being consumed socially suggesting opportunities for 

managerial utilization of social context effect,, (e. g.. Fisher and Dube 2005). the role 

of social context is therefore typically ignored and considered by researchers an 

exogenous variable that does not interact with experimental treatments (cf. Steiner 

1986). As a consequence. for most advertising research ads exist in a social vacuum in 

which consumers' perceptions, actions, and evaluations centre on the self (Mick and 

Buhl 1992; Solomon 1983). Despite the clear importance of "in the box" variables 

such as program involvement or type of appeal, advertising and marketing research 

have ignored important determinants of advertising effects by failing to explore the 

influence of "outside the box" variables like social context that define advertising 

consumption environments. 

And yet, even in the absence of any social interaction, social context has 

important effects on cognitive activity (Levine et al. 1993), influencing the most 

diverse psychological processes including motivation (e. g.. Baumester 1982: Read 

and Miller 1989), attention (e. g.. Huguet et al. 1999), self-concept (e. g.. McGuire 

1984), self-esteem (e. g.. Henderson-King, Henderson-King, and Hoffman 2001), 

impression formation (Thomas et al. 2002), and emotional expression (e. g., Buck et al. 

1992) among others. These contributions highlight the theoretical importance of a 

consideration of social context in the study of advertising, effects. 

Apart from its theoretical interest, such an investigation also has 

methodological implications. In the case of experimental research, the methodology 

itself introduces a social element that should not be ignored: ``Unlike an audience for a 

stage play, ýwho assume a passive role, subjects in a laboratory experiment are both 

i? 



audience and active participant,, "' (Singleton and Strait,, 1999. p. 194. The presence 

of social context in a laboratory setting can, for example. prime participants to use 

specific mental representations in subsequent experimental tasks without the 

experimenter's awareness (Bargh and Chartrand 2000). To clarify this notion. 

consider the following example. In a study about mood regulation, Parrott and Sabini 

(1990) found that, when asked to remember autobiographical memories. participants 

in a good mood tended to recall episodes that were sadder than the episodes recalled 

by participants in a sad mood. They named this phenomenon "mood-incongruent 

recall. " In a subsequent study, Erber. Wegner, and Therriault (1996) showed that 

when people anticipate social interaction they tend to regulate (or neutralize) their 

mood. Erber et al. (1996. p. 765) therefore argued that the effect found by Parrott and 

Sabini (1990) could have been caused by participants' anticipation of interacting with 

the experimenter. In Parrott and Sabini's (1990) study, social context introduced into 

the experimental design an influence on the dependent variable that was not possible 

to disentangle, with the consequence of not being able to discriminate between 

alternative explanations. 

Most of the psychological literature on the influence of social context has 

focused on public behaviors (e. g., Leary and Kowalski 1990, Levine and Moreland 

1990). Examples in a consumption setting also involve public behaviors, such as 

taking into account others public choices when making one's own public choices 

(Arielv and Levav 2000; Ratner and Khan 2002) and emotional reactions when 

observed making embarrassing purchases (Argo, Dahl, and Manchanda 2005; Dahl, 

Manchanda, and Argo ? 001). In these circumstances social influences are particularly 

strong because public display is necessary for the administration of rewards. 

punishments. or feedback cues to take place (Huguet et al. 1999; Fisher and 
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Ackerman 1998). Advertising consumption however is viewing, not doing. and as 

such is a largely private behavior. In this dissertation I therefore take an intrapsychic 

perspective on the effect of social context on consumer cognition (Banaji and Prentice 

1994; Baumeister 1999: Tetlock and Manstead 1985). 

There is very little consumer research, in general, on the influence of social 

context on private thoughts. Fisher and Dube (2005) focused on gender differences in 

emotional responding to ads incongruent with the male stereotype. Zhou and Soman 

(2003) looked at the role of social comparison in the decision to abandon a queue. 

Howard and Gengler (2001) explored the consequences of emotional contagion for 

product attitudes. These articles suggest the viability of an intrapsychic perspective on 

the role of social context on advertising processing, the area of my focus. 

The lack of investigations on the effects of social context poses the problem of 

where to start when defining the priorities of a research program. The first question is 

what kind of social context should be considered. I decided to focus on mere presence 

to provide a conservative test of social context effects in advertising reception. 

According to both social psychological (e. g., Latane 1981) and rational-actor 

cxplanations of human behavior (e. g.. Bettman 1979) social context effects should be 

at a minimum in a situation where individual response to social stimuli is entirely 

private. the viewing companion is a stranger, and there are no expectations of future 

interactions (cf. Fisher and Dube 2005). It was therefore decided to carry out an 

assessment of social context in a setting free of explicit social interactions and 

expectations to provide the strongest evidence in support for the contention that the 

social environment influences consumer response to ads. In the two empirical essays I 

focus on two basic categories of influences of social context: presence and 

composition effects. The first dimension of social context explored is simple presence 
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versus absence. Is someone present? And does it matter for advertising processing? 

The second dimension explored is audience composition. Who is present" And does it 

matter for advertising processing? 

Other key issues in defining a research program to explore social context 

effects are what psychological processes should be investigated and what dependent 

variables should be assessed. I decided to focus across the two empirical essays on 

different psychological processes and output variables in an effort to exemplify the 

breadth of social context effects. The first essay develops a theory of the influence of 

mere presence on accessibility and motivational processes and focuses on memory as 

the key dependent variable. The second empirical essay develops instead a theory of 

the influence of audience composition on self-construal and assesses variations in 

consumer's perceived vulnerability to personal risks. 

This dissertation attempts to fill a gap between psychological literature on 

advertising that has largely ignored social context and interpretive, qualitative, 

marketing literature that has displayed grater sensitivity to social influences on 

consumption (e. g., Holt 1995; Kates 2002; Mick and Buhl 1992. Ritson and Elliot 

1999). Consistent with this aim, the final essay in the dissertation is a theoretical 

investigation of the antecedents and consequences of the occurrence of multiple 

meanings across the members of an audience for the same advertising message. The 

essay discusses how disciplines as diverse as psychology, semiotics, and literary 

theory have dealt with the issue of advertising polysemy, and provide translations and 

integration among these multiple perspectives. Special attention is paid throughout the 

essay to the social determinants of advertising meaning. 

The three essays are currently under journal review or in preparation for 

journal submission. The first two articles are co-authored by Nader Tavassoli (London 
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Business School), whereas the third is co-authored by Mark Ritson (Melbourne 

Business School) and Jonathan Schroeder (University of Exeter). 
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ESSAY 1: 

SOCIAL CONTEXT AND MESSAGE RECEPTION 

Consumers often experience advertising messages in the presence of others. 

For example, people are not alone when exposed to outdoor advertising, to ads in 

movie theaters, on airplanes, in bars, or when exposed to online ads in an Internet 

cafe. Yet, no previous research has examined the influence that social context - the 

presence of others at the time of message exposure - may exert on memory for 

advertising messages. We present and empirically test a framework to explain one 

mechanism by which the presence of another individual - in the absence of direct 

interaction - can alter information processing, even when this behavior is entirely 

private and outside of public scrutiny. 

Our framework is based on the premise that the presence of another person 

raises a concern with the impression that the person may be forming of us. 

Specifically, we hypothesize that this heightened concern should affect the processing 

of, and memory for, stimuli that have high applicability to social desirability. Our 

research, therefore, diverges from previous research on social desirability that has 

examined overt response biases. Instead. we view social desirability as reflecting a 

more pervasive motivational determinant of behavior, even if this behavior is purely 

cognitive and entirely private. In particular, we focus on the consequences of social 

context for memory. Memory is important not only as a phenomenon in itself, but also 

as a component in virtually all thinking: It is embedded in complex behavioral 

representations such as thoughts. emotions. Judgments. intentions, and choices. 
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Memory is also a key measure of advertising effectiveness offered by leading testing 

agencies such as Burke, Gallup & Robinson, and Millward Brown. Our result. 

therefore, have direct relevance to managers. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Marketing scholars have largely ignored the influence of social context on 

advertising processing (Ritson and Elliott 1999). In particular, no previous article has 

investigated whether the presence of others at the time of ad exposure can affect what 

consumers remember from ads. However, psychological research suggests that the 

presence of others can affect persons' cognitions even when these are private and not 

observed as part of a social interaction (e. g., Levine et al. 1993; Huguet et al. 1999). 

For example, research on social comparison has shown that women's self-evaluations 

are diminished by the presence of a man during exposure to ads featuring attractive 

female models (Henderson-King, Henderson-King. and Hoffman 2001). This finding 

demonstrates that advertising and social context can interact to influence cognitions 

about the self, an internal focus. Moreover, social context can also influence the 

processing of ads themselves, an external focus: Fisher and Dube (2005) showed ads 

low in agency (a male stereotypical trait) to male participants and observed that the 

presence of a male friend at the time of ad exposure led to decreased liking. 

The influence of social context on the processing of incoming information is 

not only an important theoretical issue but a practical concern as well: Little attention 

is paid to the social context in which ads are tested vis-ä-vis the social context in 

which they are likely to be consumed. In this article we develop a theoretical 
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framework to describe the cognitive consequences of social context and assess social 

context effects in advertising memory. 

Social Context and Priming 

Contextual differences influence the accessibility of knowledge constructs 

(Higgins and King 1981). Applicability, the relationship between stored knowledge 

and attended stimuli, determines the likelihood that specific knowledge will be 

activated in the presence of a stimulus (Higgins 1996). Both associative and 

distributive models of memory predict that the processing of incoming information 

(e. g., the word "doctor") is enhanced by previous exposure to cues with high 

applicability to it (e. g., "doctor" is recognized faster when preceded by the word 

"nurse"), a result termed semantic priming (Smith and Queller 2001). The social 

environment contains cues of relevance to the understanding of one's social standing 

or projection (e. g.. Levine et al. 1993; Read and Miller 1989: Snyder 1974). This 

implies that the processing of social information should be enhanced by the presence 

of others. 

A basic tenet of analytical models of memory is that information activation is 

a function of the attentional weighting of cues proportional to their applicability to 

operating goals (Anderson et al. 2004). This suggests that in addition to a general 

increase in the level of activation of socially-relevant information in a social context 

(semantic priming) the accessibility of knowledge structures is driven by motivational 

processes. 
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Social Desirability 

The existence of motivational consequences of social context is stressed by 

evolutionary psychologist,, who argue that the "need to belong" is an essential 

component of human motivation (Baumeister and Leary 1995). As a result of these 

motivational consequences of social context, human beings are embedded "in a matrix 

of real or imagined other people who influence our ideas and actions, just as we 

influence others" (Schenkler and Weigold 1989, p. 244). We group these influences 

under the broad label of social desirability. 

Literature on motivation distinguishes between outcome and process goals 

(Austin and Vancouver 1996). A similar distinction is that between proximal and 

distal goals (Gollwitzer and Moskowitz 1996). Outcome goals reflect proximal 

objectives, such as buying something nice to wear on a date. Once satisfied, outcome 

goals become inactive until they are evoked again. This is the type of goal typically 

invcstigated in studies on nonconscious goal priming (Chartrand and Bargh 2002) and 

social facilitation (Zajonc 1965). 

In contrast, distal or process goals are "broad" concerns and are "always 

subject to discrepancies" (Austin and Vancouver 1996, p. 344). In other words. 

process goals are not confined to a specific performance episode but they are more of 

a lingering background motivation. We conceptualize social desirability, a concern 

with the impression others are forming of us, as such a process goal. Consistent with 

this conceptualization, social desirability concerns have been argued to have a broad 

influence on behavior, such as how we attend to our environment (Emmons 1989). 

For example, Leary and Kowalski (1990) claim that people scan the social 
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environment for information concerning how others regard them most. if not all, of 

the time, even though often at a nonconscious level. 

The activation of a concern with social desirability has been associated with 

social context in a large body of literature on impression management since Goffman 

(1959), who argued that individuals are motivated to convey a favorable impression in 

the presence of others. The goal of social desirability has most often been found to 

manifest itself in overt and observable behaviors such as eating (for a review, see 

Herman, Roth, and Polivy 2003). For example, Mori. Chaiken, and Pliner (1987) 

found that the presence of a male confederate caused women to eat less. They argued 

that due to our culture's propensity to equate women's attractiveness with thinness, 

participants ate less to appear more socially desirable. Information processing is also 

influenced by the presence of others even when individuals' responses remain 

unobserved and there is no opportunity for interaction (for a review, see Levine et al. 

993 ). For example, the Implicit Association Test (IAT) -a measure of automatic 

attitudes - has been found to be sensitive to social context (Lowery, Hardin, and 

Sinclair 2001 ). Participants scored lower on racial bias on the IAT in the presence of a 

black experimenter than in the presence of a white experimenter. The authors offer a 

motivational explanation for this result, conceptualizing automatic social tuning as a 

cons, equence of a concern with interpersonal relationships (Lowery et al. 2001). We 

will examine how social context can affect memory and the activation of knowledge 

constructs, behaviors that are entirely outside of public scrutiny. 

Social Presence and Processing Efficiency 
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To measure accessibility of a psychological construct the method most 

commonly employed is to assess its processing efficiency. operationalized in terms of 

response latencies (Bargh and Chartrand 2000; Fazio 1990). In particular. 

accessibility has been often operationalized in terms of reaction times during a lexical 

decision task in which participants are asked to judge as quickly as possible whether a 

word is real or invented (e. g., Garcia et al. 2002; Mikulincer 1998. Shah 2003). 

Relative to words with low applicability, words with high applicability to information 

activated by current experience should be recognized as real faster. We use this 

method to test whether social context increases the accessibility of cues with high 

applicability to social desirability. We expect that cues with high applicability to 

social desirability (e. g.. the word "charm") are more accessible and, therefore. 

recognized faster relative to cues that have low applicability to social desirability 

(e. ý,., the word "shelf) when in the presence of another person than when alone. More 

formally, 

HI: The presence of another person will increase the accessibility of cues 

with high applicability to social desirability relative to cues with low 

applicability to social desirability. 

Memory Consequences of Social Presence 

An important consequence of the activation of social desirability is that social 

context should affect message reception. The relationship between a to-be-learned 

item and activated knowledge structures is an important determinant of memory for 

that item (Wyer and Srull 1989). Moreover, applicability has been shown to moderate 

information acquisition (Huffman and Houston 1993). Huffman and Houston gave 
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consumers the explicit goal of selecting a product for a fictitious person who had a 

specific consumption need. They found that features that were applicable to the stated 

goal were more likely to be recalled than features that were irrelevant to the stated 

goal. This can be explained by activated knowledge structures. such as a goal, 

directing attention to applicable information (Moskowitz 2002) and serving to create 

associations in memory between these knowledge structures, applicable product 

features, and available brands (Huffman and Houston 1993). 

Research on the relationship between involvement and attention has come to 

similar conclusions. For example, Celsi and Olson (1988) suggest that involvement - 

a feeling of personal relevance - affects both the amount and focus of attention 

exerted with respect to an advertising mess,,,,, -, e. Messages that were seen as personally 

relevant were processed longer and resulted in the generation of more thoughts, 

c,, pecially of product-related ones. 

The activation of social desirability should, therefore, result in greater 

attcintion paid to items with high applicability to social desirability. This should affect 

the probability that these items are committed to long-term memory, the strength of 

activation of these items in memory. and the associations between these items and 

social dcsirability, applicable situational cues, and relevant knowledge structures. 

These encoding effects, in turn, should increase the likelihood that an item is 

SuhSeyuently remembered. Moreover, these effects should occur at the expense of 

memory for items with low applicability to social desirability due to shifts in attention 

at encoding (Celli and Olson 1988). If the mere presence of another person creates 

social alertness, our framework predicts that the mere presence of another person will 

enhance the encoding of items applicable to social desirability but attenuate the 

encoding of items that are not applicable to social desirability. 
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Social context should not only affect encoding of information but also its 

retrieval, even when a person is no longer in the presence of another individual. 

Consider free recall. Recall is based on a search for information that is guided b\ 

competing retrieval cues (Burgess and Hitch 19922). One of these retrieval cues is the 

association between the to-be-remembered item and the context it was encountered in 

(Gillund and Shiffrin 1984). When a presented stimulus is applicable to knowledge 

structures activated by social context, this should strengthen context-item associations 

at encoding (Greenwald and Leavitt 1984). Because the social context at exposure and 

activated knowledge structures are part of the memory representation, these are more 

potent internal retrieval cues for items with high applicability to social desirability 

than for items with low applicability to social desirability. In other words, because 

recall is determined by a "competitive filter" that selects the most accessible items 

from memory (Burgess and Hitch 1992), items highly applicable to social desirability 

benefit from contextual and self-generated retrieval cues to the detriment of items 

with low applicability to social desirability. More formally. encoding and retrieval 

factors jointly predict that, 

H2: The presence of another person will enhance memory for cues with 

high applicability to social desirability relative to cues with low 

applicability to social desirability. 

EXPERIMENT 1A 

The purpose of experiment IA was to test HI and H2. Participants were 

provided the focal goal of performing a lexical decision task in which words 

applicable to social desirability and neutral words were presented along with 
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nonsensical words. After a filler task, recall and recognition memory for the real 

words presented earlier were assessed. We hypothesized that the presence of a 

confederate should prime the background goal of social desirability. This should 

increase the level of accessibility of (Hl) and enhance memory for (H2) cues 

applicable to social desirability relative to cues neutral with respect to social 

desirability. 

Method 

Design und participants. Experiment 1A used a mixed 2 (viewing context: 

social vs. alone) x2 (stimulus type: applicable to social desirability vs. neutral) 

desin. Viewing context was manipulated between-subjects and stimulus type within- Z-- 

subjects. Sixty-three female undergraduate students (Mage =2 12. SD = 3.97) 

participated in the experiment for a monetary reward. Data from two participants were 

eliminated, one because a fire alarm interrupted the study and one because the 

participant's mobile phone rang during the reaction time task. 

Procedure. Participants were randomly assigned to conditions. They were met 

in a waiting room by a male experimenter who led them to the room where the study 

took place. A male confederate in his mid-twenties, who was already in the room, was 

introduced to participants in the social condition as a research assistant who was to 

observe them performing the task in order to learn about the experimental procedure. 

The confederate was seated one meter behind an empty chair reserved for the 

participants and positioned in front of a computer screen. Participants in the alone 

condition were left alone in the room for the entire duration of the study. 
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Participants were told to follow the instructions on the screen. During the first 

task, participants were asked to judge as quickly (measured in milliseconds) and as 

accurately as possible whether a series of target words were real or invented using two 

keys marked in green and red. respectively. Each word was preceded by a one-second 

fixation mark and, regardless of how fast a word was recognized. each word was 

displayed for the entire period of two seconds. Duration of exposure was therefore 

held constant across trials and participants, regardless of speed of response. Following 

10 practice trials, 32 words and 32 nonwords (e. g., "hybac") were displayed in 

random order. 

After participants in the social condition completed the lexical decision task 

the confederate left the room. The confederate had been instructed by the 

experimenter in the presence of the participants to go back to his office once the first 

part of the study had been completed. Thus, participants in all conditions completed 

the remainder of the study alone. After the confederate left, an unrelated task of about 

seven minutes was administered to clear short-term memory. Next, free recall and 

recognition tests were administered. For free recall, participants had two minutes to 

list all the real words that they could remember having seen during the lexical 

decision task. Immediately following, the computer introduced the recognition test. 

Sixty-four words (the original 32 real words and the same number of matched 

distractors) were displayed one at a time in random order and participants were asked 

to indicate if they had seen the word during the lexical decision task or not. 

At the end of the study, participants were probed about the purpose of the 

study and those in the social condition were asked about the presence of the 

confederate. None of the participants guessed either the purpose of the study or the 

role of the confederate. 
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Stimuli. Of the 32 real words in the lexical decision task. 16 were applicable to 

social desirability and 16 were unrelated, or neutral with respect to social desirability 

(e. g., "shelf'). Of the 16 related words, eight were positively related (e. g., "charm") 

and eight were negatively related (e. g.. "ugly") to social desirability. 

To select the stimuli, 17 women (Malte= 28.3. SD = 5.4) from the same pool of 

participants partook in a pretest in return for a pack of candies. They were provided 

with 90 words (adjectives and nouns) that were four to six letters long and were asked 

to imagine each word used in a statement describing a women. They then indicated 

how such a statement would reflect on the impression that she would make on a man 

who doesn't know her using a seven-point scale (from "very bad impression" to "eery 

good impression"). 

Three sets of words were created from this pretest. One set contained words 

that were negatively related to social desirability based on scoring below the first 

cluartile; one contained neutral words that scored between the first and the third 

quartile; and one contained words that were positively related to social desirability 

based on scoring above the third quartile. Stimuli were drawn from these sets (8 from 

the first, 16 from the second, and 8 from the third). The final selection was made 

considering extremity of scores, avoiding words with similar lexical properties, and 

balancing across sets the frequency of grammatical elements. Examples of neutral 

stimuli selected are: "twice", "indoor", and "retail" (Mneutral = 3.96). Examples of 

stimuli positively related to social desirability are: "charm", "beauty", and "smart" 

(M1, o, jtI\C = 6.21). Examples of stimuli negatively related to social desirability are: 

"acne", "nasty", and "inept" (Mneoati-'e = 1.61). T-tests between each of the sets of 

words were significant (ps < . 
0001). Distractors for the recognition test were selected 

from the remaining pretested words (e. g.. "grace". "hairy". "oceanýý ). 
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Results 

Response latencies. Only response latencies for correct responses were 

analyzed as latencies for incorrect responses are difficult to interpret in terms of 

accessibility (Shah 2003). Furthermore, data were eliminated from six participants 

who had exceptionally high error rates (Fazio 1990), based on a cut-off point of 10 

mistakes across the 64 experimental trials. The average error rate for these 

participants was 23% versus 5% for the participants included in the analysis. In all the 

analyses reported below, we therefore used data from 55 participants (29 in the alone 

condition and 26 in the social condition). 

It is also important to control for heterogeneity across individuals in the highly 

variable baseline reaction times (Fazio 1990). To account for heterogeneity in 

participants' speed of response we treated average speed of response as an unobserved 

variable normally distributed across the population. We therefore used a mixed model 

in which viewing context, stimulus type, and the two-way interaction term are treated 

as fixed effects whereas heterogeneity in speed of response is modeled using a 

random effect: 

1ijk-'.. 1+r +OCR+ Pk +((Y1)jk+Ejk 

where y;; k is the response on the k-th stimulus type provided by the i-th 

participant in the j-th viewing condition, µ is the grand mean, r; j is a normally 

distributed random effect corresponding to the i-th participant nested in the j-th 

viewing condition, a; is the fixed effect for the between-subjects factor (viewing 

context), (3k is the fixed effect for the within-subjects factor (stimulus type), (a(3)jk 
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indicates the two-way interaction, and Eijk is the error term. We estimated the model 

using Generalized Least Squares (Hsiao 2003: Littell. Henry, and Ammerman 1998). 

Table 1.1: 

MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS FOR RESPONSE LATENCIES 

(EXPERIMENTS 1A AND 1 B) AND FREE RECALL (EXPERIMENTS 1 A, 1 B. 

AND 2) 

Response latencies Free recall 

Social Neutral cues Social Neutral cites 
desirability desirability 

cites cites 
EXPERIMENT IA 

Alone 588 (164) 570 (130) 2.45 (1.38) 1.590.27) 

Social 622 (l 77) 630 (172) 2.96 (1.56) 1.15 0.19) 

EXPERIMENT IB 

Alone 684 (212) 661 (170) 3.38 (2.06) 2.38 (1.8) 

Social 595 (127) 601 (118) 3.75 (1.73) 0.94 (0.77) 

EXPERIMENT 2 

Alone 4.40 (1.55) 2.72 (1.10) 

Social 4.86 (1.81) 2.090.02) 

There was a main effect of viewing context, F(1,53) = 4.07, p< . 
05. Social 

context had an inhibitory effect such that participants in the alone condition were, on 

average, faster than participants in the social condition (Malone = 579 ms and M, ocial = 

626 ms). The main effect of stimulus type was nonsignificant (p > . 
5). Qualifying 

these results. was the interaction effect. F(1.1642) = 4.07. p< . 
05. Relative to 
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response latencies for neutral words. response latencies for words applicable to social 

desirability were faster in the social condition (see Table 1.1). ' The shape of the 

significant interaction effect provides the critical support for H1. especially as the 

significant main effect of viewing context makes the simple effects across viewing 

conditions uninformative (Rosnow and Rosenthal 1989; Ross and Creyer 1993). 

Meºnorv. We performed a repeated-measures ANOVA on correctly recalled 

words applicable versus neutral with respect to social desirability. There was a main 

effect of stimulus type, F(1,53) = 42.63, p< . 
0001. More words applicable to social 

desirability were recalled than were neutral words (Mapplicable = 2.69 and Mneutral = 

1.38). There was no main effect of viewing context (p > . 
8). The interaction effect 

qualified these results, F( I. 53) = 5.35. p< . 05 (see Table 1.1). Supporting H2 on 

recall competition, relative to neutral words more words applicable to social 

desirability were recalled in the social condition. For both social desirability and 

neutral words simple effects across viewing conditions were nonsignificant (t(53) = 

1.30, p=.?, for social desirability words; t(53) = -1.30, p> . 19, for neutral words). 2 

Rcco`gnition memory was tested using the nonparametric index A', a measure 

o1' recognition ability that corrects guessing biases according to signal detection 

theory (Grier 1971). Neither main effects nor two-way interaction were significant (ps 

> . 6). In the alone condition hit rates were 67c%c for neutral words and 82% for words 

applicable to social desirability. In the social condition hit rates were 69%Ic for neutral 

words and 83% for words applicable to social desirability. 

An analysis performed distinguishing between positive and negative words applicable to social 
desirability highlights the existence of a significant but theoretically uninteresting main effect of 
stimulus type (F(?. 1640) = 14.61. p< . 

0001). Positive words were recognized faster than were 
negative words (Mpo,;,;, c = 579 and Mne2at;, e = 631). The difference between response to negative and 
positive words did not vary across viewing conditions (p > . 

3). 

2 No differences in recall ww ere observed between positive and negative social desirability word,, (p > 
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Discussion 

The results of experiment IA support H 1, that the presence of another person 

creates social alertness. This conclusion is based on the significant interaction 

between viewing context and stimulus type for reaction times. Relative to neutral 

words, participants reacted faster to words applicable to social desirability when in the 

presence of another person. 

It is important to point out that the results for response latencies cannot be 

explained using standard theories of social facilitation. According to Zajonc's (1965 ) 

drive theory, social context facilitates performance on easy tasks ("dominant 

responses") and inhibits performance on difficult tasks ("subordinate responses-). 

Drive theory would provide an alternative explanation for the significant two-way 

interaction between viewing context and stimulus type if response to social 

desirability words could be construed as a dominant response and response to neutral 

words as a subordinate response. The data do not support this categorization, 

however. In the alone condition response latencies were faster and resulted in fewer 

errors (Mappi; «hie = . 
59 VS. Mneutrai _ . 

28, t(28) = 1.97, p< . 
06) for neutral words than 

for words applicable to social desirability. A drive theory explanation thus requires 

that neutral words, if any, are categorized as the dominant response. Our results, 

therefore, show a pattern opposite to that predicted by drive theory. Similarly, other 

theories of social facilitation such as evaluation apprehension or distraction conflict 

(see Kent. 1994. for a review) could explain the main effect of viewing context but 

cannot account for the key interaction between viewing context and type of cue. 
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The increased accessibility of social desirability explains the finding that 

participants recalled a greater proportion of words applicable to social desirability in 

the social condition, even though the confederate was no longer present during recall. 

The effect could be the result of a shift in covert attention towards words applicable to 

social desirability at encoding - where overt attention was always on the lexical 

decision task - as well as based on retrieval. Recall is determined by a "competitive 

filter" which selects the most accessible items from memory based on the relative 

strengths of retrieval cues established during encoding (Burgess and Hitch 1992). 

Social context and pre-existing knowledge structures applicable to social desirability 

are part of the associative memory trace for the words presented during the lexical 

decision task. These can act as retrieval cues and increase the likelihood of recalling 

words applicable to social desirability at the expense of recalling words that are not 

applicable to social desirability. 

We did not, however, find a parallel effect for recognition accuracy. Models of 

recall and recognition generally pose that recall relies largely on a controlled process 

of recollection, whereas recognition relies primarily on an automatic signal-detection- 

like familiarity judgment and only secondarily on the process of recollection 

(Yonelinas 2002). Dissociation between free recall and recognition showing an effect 

on the former memory measure but not on the latter is often interpreted in the memory 

literature as the activated process having affected recollection - an associative and 

meanin-based process - but not familiarity -a fast and mainly perceptual, signal- r-- 

detection-like process (Yonelinas 2002). For example, Yonelinas (2001, study 3) 

showed that, compared to instructions inducing perceptual processing (count syllables 

in words). instructions inducing semantic processing (judge pleasantness of words) 
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leads to a larger increase in recollection than in familiarity. This suggests that social 

context affected semantic (associative) processes but not perceptual processes. 

Nevertheless. recognition judgments may have been unaffected because the 

focus of attention was always on the lexical decision task during which exposure 

durations were fixed. This reduces the likelihood that perceptual processes that mainly 

affect recognition would differ across conditions. Finally, the memory tasks assessed 

episodic memory for common words instead of memory for new information. This 

reduces the likelihood that differences in familiarity would moderate the results. In 

sum, it is on weak grounds that we conclude social context plays a lesser role for 

recognition than for recall. We revisit this issue in experiments 2 and 3. 

Experiment IB was designed to address an unanticipated finding in 

experiment I A: the inhibitory effect of social context on reaction times. The presence 

of a confederate, introduced as a research assistant, resulted in slower reaction times. 

Interestingly, it also resulted in a higher number of errors (M,, Ocjai = 4.1 I, Malone = 2.93, 

t(53) = -?. 13, p< . 
05). It is possible that the main effects in the form of slower 

reaction times and higher error rates were an outcome of the specific role of the 

confederate as a research assistant passively observing the participant. This may have 

shifted covert attention to the confederate and away from the task at hand. The cover 

story may have also invested the confederate with a sense of authority, an important 

determinant of social influence (Milgram 1974). This may have led to an especially 

strong activation of social desirability. We therefore replicated experiment IA with a 

different manipulation of social context. 

EXPERIMENT IB 
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Experiment 1B was designed to replicate experiment IA with one major 

difference: the purported role of the confederate in the social condition. Whereas in 

experiment IA the confederate was presented as a passive observer in the persona of a 

research assistant, the confederate in experiment lB was presented as a fellow 

participant performing the lexical decision task in parallel to the participant. This 

change in the experimental procedure was designed to reduce evaluation apprehension 

by preventing the confederate from potentially being perceived as an authoritative 

figure and by switching the confederate's focus of attention from the participant to the 

performance at hand. This more competitive orientation in the social condition should 

lead to faster performance during the lexical decision task than in the alone condition 

because of social comparison (Gilbert, Giesler, and Morris 1995). We therefore aim to 

replicate the results of experiment IA under conditions where the main effect of 

social context on speeded responses is designed to be reversed. 

Method 

Design and participants. The experimental design and material were the same 

as in experiment I A. Participants were 37 female graduate students (Malte = 23.9, SD = 

4.54) who participated in exchange for a monetary reward. One participant was 

removed from the sample because she did not follow the experimental instructions. 

This resulted in 36 participants (19 in the social and 17 in the alone condition). 

Procedure. Two participants at a time were met by an experimenter and by a 

male confederate who acted as if he was a third participant. Participants were 

randomly assigned to the alone condition to a room by themselves or to the social 

condition to a room along with the confederate. To discourage direct social interaction 
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the experimenter asked participants and confederate to avoid talking to each other 

during the duration of the study. As in experiment IA. participants first partook in the 

reaction time task. In the social condition, the confederate sat next to the participant 

and pretended to also perform the lexical decision task using an inactive keyboard. At 

the end of the reaction-time task the experimenter entered the room and asked the 

confederate to follow him to another room to complete the next task. Participants in 

both social and alone condition where thus alone for the remainder of the experiment. 

They were first asked to fill out an unrelated questionnaire lasting approximately six 

minutes to clear short-term memory before completing the free recall and recognition 

tests. 

After the completion of the memory measures, participants were probed for 

the real purpose of the study. Participants in the social condition were asked about 

their thoughts about the other participant (i. e.. the confederate). None of the 

participants guessed the purpose of the study or expressed doubts about the purported 

role of the confederate. 

RCsult,.,, 

Response latencies. As in experiment 1 A, we eliminated data from participants 

who made more than 10 mistakes across the 64 experimental trials. This led to the 

exclusion of seven participants. The average error rate for these participants was 27'7c. 

as opposed to 4% for the participants included in the analysis. In all the analysis 

reported below we therefore used data from 29 participants (16 in the social and 13 in 

the alone). 
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We relied on the same mixed model used in experiment IA. The main effect 

for viewing context approached significance. F(1. ? 7) _ 2.96, p< . 
1. However. 

contrary to the inhibitory effect of social context in experiment 1 A. the direction of 

the effect was a facilitating one. Participants were faster in the social condition 

= 599 and Maio,, = 673) with no differences in the number of errors (M, oL; al = 2.37 and 

Maione = 2.46, p> . 
9). The main effect of stimulus type was nonsignificant. F(1,874) 

= 1.58, p> . 
2. Moreover, despite the directional change in the main effect of social 

context from experiment I A, the interaction between social context and stimulus type 

was again significant and supportive of HI, F(1,874) = 4.13, p< . 
05. Mirroring the 

results from experiment I A. response latencies for words applicable to social 

desirability were faster in the social condition relative to response latencies for neutral 

words (see Table 1.1). 

Memory. The pattern of results for free recall was the same as that in 

experiment 1 A. There was no main effect of viewing context (F(1,27) = 1.37, p 

> . 
25 ), but the main effect for stimulus type was significant. F(1,27) = 22.99, p 

< . 
0001. As in experiment 1 A, words applicable to social desirability were more 

likely to be recalled than were neutral words (Mapplicahie = 3.59 and Mieutral = 1.59). The 

interaction between viewing context and stimulus type was again significant and 

providing evidence for the recall competition hypothesized in H2. F(1,27) = 5.20. p 

< . 
05. Relative to neutral words, more words applicable to social desirability were 

recalled in the social condition (see Table 1.1). The simple effect for social 

desirability words across viewing conditions was nonsignificant (p > . 
5). The 

corresponding simple effect for neutral words was instead significant, t(27) = ?. 70. p 

< . 05. 
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The recognition data were analyzed using the A' index as in experiment 1 A. 

The results mimicked those obtained in experiment lA (ps > . 4). In the alone 

condition, hit rates were 88Y/ for neutral words and 76c/c for words applicable to 

social desirability. In the social condition, hit rates were 76c/c for neutral words and 

841/( for words applicable to social desirability. 

Discussion 

The results of experiment IB provide further support for the theoretical 

framework. The interaction effects for response latencies and recall were robust to the 

ucial persona of the confederate. We observed a directional shift in the main effect of 

, ocial context on response latencies due to the change in the confederate's social 

persona from passive research assistant to active participant. Regardless, the 

interaction effects for reaction times and free recall were the same. The difference in 

procedure between the two experiments qualifies the test of the theoretical framework 

carricdd out in experiment 1B as a "differentiated replication" (Grayson and Ambler 

999 ). That in experiment 1B the key results of experiment 1A could be replicated 

under conditions in which the main effect of social context was reversed therefore 

provides evidence of theory generalizability. 

In an attempt to shed additional light into the psychological processes behind 

these effects and to explore boundary conditions we collected individual differences 

data from the participants in experiments 1A and 1 B. In particular, we identified in 

the construct of self-monitoring (Snyder 197-x) a possible moderator of the social 

effects explored in this article. Given that the sample size in each experiment was too 
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small for standard distributional assumptions to hold. we performed the additional 

analy,, i. ý combining the data from the two experiments. 

EXPERIMENT IC 

The trait of self-monitoring identifies individuals' concern for the situational 

appropriateness of self-expressive behavior (Snyder 1974). High self-monitors are 

highly responsive to situational cues for appropriateness (Gangested and Snyder 

2000). The trait of self-monitoring has therefore implications for impression 

management (e. g., Ratner and Kahn 2002; Turnley and Bolino 2001. Wolfe, Lennox, 

and Cutler 1986). This suggests a link between self-monitoring and the activation of a 

concern with social desirability. Indeed considerable evidence supports the contention 

that self-monitoring is linked to social desirability motives (e. g.. Aaker 1999; Celuch 

and Slama 1995. Cheng and Chartrand 2003; Gangestad and Snyder 2000). We 

therefore hypothesize that the two-way interactions assessed for reaction times and 

free recall should be moderated by level of self-monitoring. 

The arguments above linking self-monitoring to social desirability are 

equivalent to saying that high self-monitors have a higher baseline level of activation 

of a concern with social desirability. On the one hand, it could be hypothesized that 

the social context by stimulus type interaction for response latencies and free recall 

should be stronger for low than for high self-monitors. If high self-monitors' baseline 

accessibility of social motives is high even in the absence of priming cues this may 

result in the lack of detection of changes in the activation of social motives across 

viewing conditions at conventional significance levels. In addition, if social context 

triggers concerns with behavioral appropriateness, such an effect should be more 
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visible in those participants who have a generally lower baseline level of activation of 

social motives leading to strong two-way interactions between viewing context and 

stimulus type for low self-monitors. On the other hand, research in social cognition 

has shown that chronic and temporary accessibility can be additive (e. g.. Bargh et al. 

1986). This suggests that self-monitoring should magnify the interactions predicted in 

HI and H2 between viewing context and stimulus type. Due to these contrasting 

predictions we formulate a nondirectional hypothesis for the three-way interaction 

between social context, stimulus type, and self-monitoring: 

H3a: Self-monitoring will moderate the effects hypothesized in HI and H2. 

An assessment of the influence of self-monitoring on reaction times has more 

determinate prediction to offer. The accessibility results in experiments 1A and 1B 

were jointly predicted by semantic and goal priming arguments. From a simple 

assessment of accessibility these two accounts cannot be distinguished (Bargh et al. 

2001). From both managerial and theoretical points of view attempting to rule out the 

existence of semantic priming effects is not of interest. Nevertheless, it would be 

important to provide direct evidence of the activation in a social context of 

motivational processes due to the unique psychological properties of goals. These 

include longer priming effects and increased activation over time as a consequence of 

goal frustration (Bargh et al. 2001; Chartrand and Bargh 2002). 

The two-way interaction between self-monitoring and viewing context for 

response latencies offers a way to detect changes in the pursuit of social desirability 

motives due to social context. Such an assessment is based on the self-regulatory 

consequences of self-presentation. Engaging in impression management leaves fewer 

resource' available for other tasks (Vohs. Baumeister, and Ciarocco 2005). Moreover. 
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the meaning of social desirability and its behavioral manifestations are context- 

dependent (Read and Miller 1989). It is important to consider that our "alone" 

condition was not free of social demands given that participants were well-aware of 

being part of a sample of respondents whose performance would later become object 

of investigation. A social norm perspective on social desirability argues that the 

psychological expressions of social desirability are regulated by implicit or explicit 

norms concerning standards of behavior (e. g., Fisher and Ackerman 1998. Fisher and 

Dube 2005; Ratner and Khan 2002). Implicit social norms still existed in the alone 

condition of experiments 1A and 1B (Markus 1978; Schmitt et al. 1986). They were 

simply different from those triggered in th-_: social condition by the prescnce of the 

confederate. Predicting an interaction between self-monitoring and social context for 

speed of response requires acknowledging differences across viewing conditions in 

the actor towards whom social desirability motives are directed. Accordingly. in the 

alone condition a concern with making a good impression (on the experimenter) 

should translate into better - that is, faster - performance; whereas in the social 

condition a concern with making a good impression (on the confederate) should 

translate into slower performance as a consequence of the additional attentional load 

required by impression monitoring (Leary and Kowalski 1990; Vohs et al. 2005). This 

reasoning leads to the following hypothesis: 

H3b: When performing the lexical decision task in the presence of a 

confederate high self-monitors will be slower than low self-monitors 

but the opposite will be true in the alone condition. 

A two-way interaction between self-monitoring and viewing context 

consistent with Hab would provide evidence that motivational processes linked to 
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social desirability are operating in a social context because the semantic priming 

hypothesis cannot predict such an effect. Changes in performance between high and 

low self-monitors across viewing conditions that vary in social desirability 

requirements can only be explained by differences across respondents in the pursuit of 

a social desirability goal. 

We motivated the use of the trait of self-monitoring for assessing the role of 

social motives in a social context arguing that this trait identifies differences across 

individuals in the baseline level of accessibility of social desirability. Based on these 

arguments high self-monitors should be faster than low self-monitors at identifying 

social desirability words relative to neutral words, regardless of viewing context. As a 

quasi-manipulation check, we therefore predict the following: 

H3c: Relative to neutral words, high self-monitors will tend to recognize 

words with high applicability to social desirability faster than low self- 

monitors. 

Participants and Procedure 

To assess self-monitoring we used the Revised Self-Monitoring Scale 

developed by Lennox and Wolfe (1984). The scale includes items designed to assess 

ability to modify self-presentation (e. g.. "I have the ability to control the way I come 

across to people, depending on the impression I wish to give them") and sensitivity to 

expressive behavior of others (e. g.. In conversations. I am sensitive to even the 

slightest change in the facial expression of the person I'm conversing with'). 

Respondents from experiment IA were contacted via email several weeks after 

their participation in the experiment. The\, were asked to fill out an online survey 
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containing a measure of self-monitoring. To reduce self-selection bias participants 

were paid for their additional effort. Data was collected from 38 participants. 20 in the 

alone and 18 in the social condition. A number of emails could not be delivered. some 

participants never replied, and we did not contact those who had made more than 10 

mistakes on the lexical decision task, leading to a response rate above 75c%ý. Data on 

self-monitoring were collected from participants in experiment IB when they enrolled 

in the subjects pool several weeks prior to participation in the experiment. We again 

eliminated data from participants in experiment 1B who made more than 10 mistakes 

in the reaction time task and across the two experiments we are therefore left with 67 

participants (33 in the alone and 34 in the social condition). For the self-monitoring 

scale Cronbach's alpha for the whole sample is 0.67. 

Participants for the two experiments were drawn from different student 

populations. This implies a lack of random assignment of participants to experiment 

which led to a significant difference in average level of self-monitoring between 

experiments IA and 1B (MIA = 4.40 and MI B=4.06, t(65) = 3.95. p< . 001). The 

difference across experiments in average level of self-monitoring complicates a test of 

the moderating influence of self-monitoring on reaction times and free recall because 

an estimate of the role of self-monitoring may become confounded with that of 

experiment. To carry out an unbiased assessment of the moderation of self-monitoring 

we estimated a regression of self-monitoring on experiment and used the residuals 

from this model as our measure of self-monitoring, given that they are orthogonal to 

experiment (Pedhazur 1997). A test of the equality of variance across experiments 

prop ide support for the appropriateness of this procedure by highlighting no 

differences in dispersion between the two distributions (SD1. A = 0.35 and SDIB = 0.36, 

/>>. 8). 
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Results 

We investigated the influence of self-monitoring using a median split and 

assigning value of one on a self-monitoring binary variable to all participants who 

scored on the median or above on self-monitoring. It is generally advisable to use 

continuous representations in the assessment of the influence of personality traits 

(Pedhazur 1997). However, in our case, model fit was not inferior when using a 

median split instead of a continuous representation of self-monitoring. This provides 

evidence against the risk of model misspecification. Median split was therefore 

preferred due to the simplification of the analysis of three-way interactions that it 

implies. For both reaction time . and recall. the analysis was performed including as 

independent variables viewing context, stimulus type, self-monitoring, and 

experiment (main effects and interactions). 

Response latencies. The main effect of viewing context was not significant. 

F( 1,59) = 2.75,1> >. 1. The procedural difference between the social conditions of the 

t\ \, o experiments however led to the expected significant viewing context by 

experiment interaction. F(1,59) = 7.49, p< . 
001. The main effects of stimulus type 

(F( 1.59) = 6.45, pp < . 
05) and of experiment (F(1,59) = 6.30. p< . 

05) were also 

significant. In particular. participants in experiment 1A were `generally 
faster than 

participant,, in experiment IB (Mexr,,. \ = 604 and MexpiB = 636). Corroborating the 

evidence provided for HI in the previous pages, the viewing context by stimulus type 

interaction was highly significant, F(1,59) = 16.17, p< . 
0005. Response on social 

desirability words was faster in the social condition (Malone = 635 and Mocjai = 602. 

F(1.59) = 5.98. p< . 
05) with no differences observed across viewing conditions for 
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neutral words (p > . 
4). No other interaction concerning viewing context. stimulus 

type, and experiment was significant. 

Figure 1.1 
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Figure 1.1 presents graphically cell means for reaction times across social 

context. stimulus type, and self-monitoring levels. The main effect of self-monitoring 

and the experiment by self-monitoring interaction were not significant (ps > . 
3). 

Supporting H3a, the three-way interaction between viewing context, stimulus type. 

and self-monitoring was significant, F(l, 59) = 5.03, p< . 
05. An analysis of simple 

effects shows a significant viewing context by stimulus type interaction for low self- 

monitors (F(1,28) = 13.80, /) < . 
001) and a nonsignificant two-way interaction for 

high self-monitors (F(1,31) _ 2.36, p> . 
13). 

Supporting Hab. the self-monitoring by viewing context interaction was 

ýi`ýnificant, F(1.59) = 10.41.1) < . 
005. High self- monitors were directionally slower 
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than low self-monitors in the social condition (M1(�,. sN1 = 577 and MI I0l syl = 634. F(I. 

30) = 3.73,1) < . 
07) but they were significantly faster than low self-monitors in the 

alone condition (M,,,, s\, = 646 and Mh hsM = 602. F(l. 29) = 6.42. p< . 
05). 

As support for our quasi-manipulation check (H3c ), the self-monitoring by 

stimulus type interaction was significant, F( 1.59) = 14.50, p< . 
001. High self- 

monitors were directionally faster than low self-monitors at identifying social 

desirability words (Miß, " s, %1 = 623 and M1 ighsM = 614, F(1,59) = 3.19. p <. 08). 

whereas no significant differences were observed between high and low self- 

monitoring for neutral words (p > . 
8). 

Free recall. The same model used for reaction times was also used to assess 

the moderating role of self-monitoring on free recall. As expected, we observed a 

substantial main effect of stimulus type (F(1.59) = 35.81, p< . 0001 ) and, 

corroborating H2, a significant viewing context by stimulus type interaction (F(1,59) 

= 10.88,1) < . 
005). An analysis of simple effects highlights a significant decrease in 

memory for neutral words in the social context (F(1,59) = 9.48, p< . 
005) and no 

differences across viewing context in memory for social desirability words (F(1.59) = 

1.80,1> > . 18). No other effect concerning viewing context, stimulus type. and 

experiment was significant. 

Supporting H3a, the three-way interaction between viewing context, stimulus 

type, and self-monitoring was significant, F(1,59) = 6.51. p< . 
05. As in the case of 

reaction times, the viewing context by stimulus type interaction was significant for 

low self-monitors (F(1.28) = 15.37, p< . 
001) but not for high self-monitors (p > . 

5) 

The self-monitoring by viewing context interaction was also significant. F( 1, 

59) = 5.30, p< . 
05 ). In the social viewing condition high self-monitors remembered 

marginally fewer words than low self-monitors (M10�s� = 4.87 and Mh 2hs\1 = 3.61. 
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F(1.30) = 3.43. p< . 
08); whereas no differences were observed in the alone viewing 

condition between high and low self-monitors in the total number of words recalled 

(F(1,29) = 2.21, p> . 14). This provides further evidence for the attentional 

consequences of the impression monitoring performed by high self-monitors in a 

social context (Leary and Kowalski 1990: Vohs et al 2005 ). 3 

Discussion 

An analysis of the moderating effect of self-monitoring on the relationships 

hypothesized in H1 and H2 was performed combining the data from experiments IA 

and I B. The results were consistent with H3. They provide further support for the 

theoretical framework by showing significant three-way interactions between viewing 

context, stimulus type, and self-monitoring for both reaction times and free recall. The 

effects hypothesized in H1 and H2 were stronger for low self-monitors. 

From a theoretical point of view the most important result in this additional 

analysis is the significant two-way interaction between viewing context and self- 

monitoring for reaction times. High self-monitors performed better than low self- 

monitors on the lexical decision task in the alone viewing condition but the opposite 

ýý aý true in the social viewing condition. Together with the significant viewing 

context by self-monitoring interaction for free recall, this result provides direct 

evidence for the motivational consequences of social context. It also provides 

evidence that behavioral responses to a concern with social desirability are 

For both reaction tines and free recall we observed significant four-way interactions between view ing 

contest, stimulus type. self-monitoring, and experiment. For reaction times. F(l. 59) = 4.80. pp < . 05. 
For free recall. F(1.59) = 5-37. p< . 

05. The interactions predicted in H3 were stronger in experiment 
IB than in experiment I A. 
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situationally determined. In particular, this interaction suggests that social norms 

determine the actor toward,, whom social desirability motives are directed. 

The next study was designed to assess the influence of social context in a 

marketing setting and to explore the observed lack of effect of social context on 

recognition memory. Confirming the results obtained in experiment I A. experiment 

IB again did not find a significant effect of viewing context for recognition. This is 

not surprising given that the design of experiment 1B replicated that of experiment 

I A. In experiment 2, we address this issue by assessing recognition of nonsensical 

bran dames that are neutral cues per se. but that are embedded in ads that either have 

a social desirability positioning or not. This mitigates semantic (associative) effects on 

recognition accuracy. Experiment 2 was also desigfled to test the generalizability of 

the results of experiments IA and IB in several respects. We examined the effect of 

social context on the processing of complex information in an advertising setting, 

under longer stimulus exposure, and relying on male participants and a female 

confederate. 

EXPERIMENT 

The results of the previous experiments suggest that message reception. as 

measured by recall, is influenced by social context. It is important to consider the task 

characteristics, however. Memory was assessed for a series of single words that had 

been presented only briefly in a reaction time task. The effect of social context may 

have been especially powerful because the time to elaborate was limited and social 

context provided one of the few available retrieval cues. It is thus unclear if the mere 

presence of another person would have the same effect on message reception for 
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complex stimuli such as advertisements that are consumed under more leisurely 

conditions. Experiment 2, therefore. is designed to test the generalizability of the 

recall findings in a setting more typical of advertising exposure. We expect that the 

presence of another person will increase recall memory for advertising cues related to 

social desirability at the expense of cues that are neutral with respect to this goal (H2 ). 

This study also addresses a possible shortcoming of the previous studies. In 

experiments IA and IB the confederate in the social viewing condition was able to 

observe the participants working on the lexical decision task and was therefore in a 

position to judge their performance. This experimental manipulation of a potentially 

evaluative social audience mimics many advertising consumption situations. 

Examples are a person jogging in a running path along with others; an employee 

serving a customer, and so on. Nevertheless, the manipulations in the previous studies 

are likely to have led to an especially strong activation of social desirability. The 

`Tcneralizability of the results to a mere presence setting such as bus-shelter 

adv'crtising could therefore be questioned. 

In the present experiment participants were therefore not asked to perform a 

task that could be monitored by the confederate. Confederate and participants instead 

viewed together a slideshow presenting a series of ads that varied in their applicability 

to social desirability. As a cover story, the only action required to participants was to 

indicate their attitudes using a one-item scale. To avoid social pressures of the type 

that characterized the previous studies, participants' responses were hidden to the 

confederate. The only observable behavior was the speed of response to the ad rating. 

Although this was not construed in any way as a task of interest to the researcher. 

such public behavior could have still triggered some evaluation apprehension. We 
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therefore measured response latencies on the ad rating task to assess the external 

validity of the manipulation. 

Finally, to explore the dissociation between free recall and recognition 

memory observed in the previous studies we assessed in this experiment recognition 

for nonsensical brand names. The use of nonsensical cues reduces the role of semantic 

knowledge structures in recognition and hence provides a more sensitive test of the 

influence of social context on perceptual processes. 

Method 

Design and participants. Experiment 2 was again a mixed 2 (viewing context: 

social vs. alone) x2 (stimulus type: applicable to social desirability vs. neutral) 

design, with stimulus type being a within-subjects factor. Fifty-five male 

undergraduate students (M. `,. = 20.7, SD = 2.1) participated for a monetary reward. 

Data from two participants were eliminated from the analysis. In one case the 

participant reported having previous knowledge of the study's purpose. In the other 

case a fire alarm interrupted the study. We therefore used data from 53 participants 

(27 in the alone and 26 in the social condition). 

Stimuli. Advertisements contain multiple sources of information including the 

brand name, the product category, visual and verbal copy. Each of these cues can be a 

vehicle for information applicable to social desirability. We used print ads and four to 

six letters long nonsensical brand names. This enabled us to assess recognition 

memory for cues that were part of stimuli applicable to social desirability but that did 

not possess any applicability to the goal per se. Furthermore, we controlled for 

possible unanticipated relations these nonsense words might have to social desirability 
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by creating two sets of ads and counterbalancing the brand names across ads that were 

applicable to or neutral with respect to social desirability. 

Twenty ads (from an initial set of 50 ads) were included in a final online 

pretest. The primary purpose of the pretest was to assess the level of applicability of 

the ads to social desirability. These ads included a brand name. the product category, 

images, and additional textual information. Thirty-six male students participated in 

the pretest in return for a monetary reward (Malte = 23.08. SD = 6.14). Half of the ads 

were selected to have high applicability to social desirability and half to have low 

applicability to social desirability. Also, half of the stimuli with high applicability to 

social desirability indicated how the product can help the consumer to avoid making a 

bad impression on others. The other half of the ads with high applicability to social 

desirability showed how the product can help the consumer to make a good 

impression on others. 

For each of the 20 ads participants rated the following: (I ) complexity of the 

ad: (2) attitudes towards the ad: (3) potential embarrassment induced by ad exposure 

("Would you feel uncomfortable in any way if a person of the opposite sex observes 

you while you are reading this ad`? "): and (4) level of applicability to social 

desirability. Order of ad presentation was varied using four versions of the Internet 

survey that were counterbalanced across participants to eliminate order effects. T-tests 

on perceived level of difficulty showed no differences between ads applicable to or 

neutral with respect to social desirability, p> . 
9. Attitudes towards the ad also did not 

differ between ads applicable or neutral with respect to social desirability, t(35) =- 

1.07, p> . 
25. However. ads applicable to social desirability were perceived as more 

potentially embarrassing than neutral ads. t(35) = -4.13, p< . 
001. 
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Most importantly, ad applicability to social desirability differed as intended. 

For the positive social desirability ads 75.60 of respondents chose the option: "It 

suggests how I can make a good impression on others. " For the negative social 

desirability ads 69.4c/(- chose the option: At suggests how I can avoid making a bad 

impression on others. " For the neutral ads 95% chose the option: "It contains no 

reference to the way I am perceived by others. " A multinomial logfit model using 

choice between these three options as a limited dependent variable demonstrates the 

effectiveness of the manipulation. Ad type was highly predictive of choice ((3po. iti e= 

. 88, p< . 0001; ßnegative = -. 80, p< . 0001) 

In sum. we selected as stimuli 20 print ads for fictitious products that were 

.i vcn nonsensical brand names (e. g., "Monec", "Trez", and "Aleon" ). Half of the ads 

w ere unrelated to social desirability (e. g.. ad for a toaster) whereas half were related 

to social desirability. Of these, five contained messages aimed at showing how to 

maRc a `good impression in public (e. g., ad for a perfume) whereas five contained 

me,, sage,, aimed at showing how to avoid a bad impression in public (e. g., ad for anti- 

dandruff shampoo). A description of each ad is presented in Table 1.2. Sample ads are 

provided in Figure 1.2. 

Table 1 .2 

DESCRIPTION OF STIMULI USED IN EXPERIMENT 2 

Braiul Product Additional textual Visual information 
InfOx711ation 

NEUTRAL ADS 

Lanai: Brushes Take the pain out of A smiling young woman 
painting (top). Painting standing next to a ladder 
made easy (bottom) while holding a brush 
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Velux 

Inmar 

Rydale 

Breder 

Criss 

Gadda 

Nigo 

Dargas 

Smyte 

Candies 

Electric fans 

Soy milk 

Band-aids 

Popcorn 

Hole puncher 

Computer 
speakers 

Toaster 

Vitarnin 
supplement 

A sweet dream of 
strawberry and cream 

Fans for optimal cooling 
comfort 

All natural, with a 
surprisingly good taste 
(top). C'mon, try it. 
Don't be so stubborn! 
(middle) 

Hypo-allergenic and 
waterproof plasters 

Relax... It's time for 
Criss popcorn 

Punching precision holes 
since 1932 

The perfect companion 
for your PC 

Even-heat system to 
yield consistent toasting 

... (top). ... slice after 
slice (bottom) 

All the vitamin C your 
body needs 

SOCIAL DESIRABILITY (POSITIVE) 

Trez Clothing Being gorgeous is a hard 
job, but someone's got to 
do it (top). Clothing for a 
new generation (bottom) 

Monec 

Zenta 

Jewelry 

Unisex 
perfume 

Boys: This will impress 
her (top). Girls: You 

must have impressed 
him (middle). 

Caution: may increase 
heart rate and decrease 

A candy in a red and white 
whirlpool and two 
strawberries 
A winter countryside view 

A sketch of a pink tiger 
drinking milk 

A sketch of band-aids of 
different sizes framed by 
smiling suns 

Sketch of a young woman 
lying on a sofa eating 
popcorns 

The photo of a hole puncher 
under a spotlight 

Photo of a couple of 
computer speakers 

A toaster with a pile of 
toasted bread slices on its 
side 

Boy balancing an apple on 
his head (top), citrus fruits 
and pills on a table (middle) 

Lines of female and male 
torsos wearing shirts and t- 
shirts (faces are not shown) 

A photo of a bracelet 

A hugging couple with a 
perfume bottle 
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inhibitions 

Fendall Mobile The rules of attraction 
phones are changing. Have you 

noticed yet? (top). The 
ultimate turn-on 
(bottom) 

Urris Shoes Not just made for 
walking 

SOCIAL DESIRABILITY (NEGATIVE) 

superimposed on their side 

Photo of a mobile phone 
under a spotlight (middle). 
Profile of a couple ling, in 
bed (bottom). 

Couple sitting on a scooter 
with feet in prominence 
(faces are not shown). 

Orty Dental floss Small details can make Photo of smilinmouth g 
all the difference (top). with a conspicuous piece of 
Successful anxiety food between teeth 
prevention (bottom) 

Aleon 

Halcom 

Powent 

Elline 

Gas relief 

Mint chewing 
gum 

Anti-acne 
cream 

Anti-dandruff 
shampoo 

Anti-gas medicine. 
Effective action against 
embarrassment. 

Bad breath? 

Yearbook photo 
insurance 

Avoid a bad look (top). 
For daily protection 
against dry scalp and 
dandruff (bottom) 

Male smiling sitting 
between two females. 
Product is shown bottom- 
left. 
Photo of a glass holding 
several toothbrushes and a 
toilet brush 

A sequence of passport 
photos of a teenager with a 
blemish on his nose looking 
uncomfortable 

Photo of hair with dandruff. 
Product is shown bottom- 
right. 

Note: The table describes one of the two conditions of the brand-product association 
counterbalancing factor. 
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Figure 1.2 

EXAMPLES OF POSITIVE SOCIAL DESIRABILITY ADS (A). NEGATIVE 

SOCIAL DESIRABILITY ADS (B), AND NEUTRAL ADS (C) 
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Procedure. The a,,,, ignment of male participants to condition,, followed the 

procedure of experiment 1 A. The cover story presented the confederate, a female in 

her mid-twenties, as a research assistant observing participants performing the task in 

order to learn about the experimental procedure. 

As an additional cover story, participants were told to rate each ad on a five- 

point scale (from "I disliked it very much" to "I liked it very much") immediately 

after it was displayed. In order to reduce evaluation apprehension we prevented the 

confederate from observing participants' responses by placing an inconspicuous 

cardboard screen around the keyboard used by respondents. This screen was present 

in both the alone and social condition. Participants were not alerted to the subsequent 

memory tests. They first participated in two practice trials during which they rated 

photos depicting neutral mountain views. Next, participants were exposed to the 20 

ads in random order. Each ad was displayed for 15 seconds. When the sequence of 

ad,, was completed the confederate left the room. All participants completed the 

remainder of the study alone in the room. 

After a filler task lasting approximately seven minutes, participants had two 

minutes to recall the product categories used in the ads. Next, participants were asked 

to complete a recognition task including the nonsensical brand names. Half of the 

target words were the brand names used for the ads and half were distractors. 

At the end of the study participants were probed about the purpose of the study 

and the role of the confederate. None of the participants guessed the purpose of the 

study. 

Results 
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Conn found check and attitudes. A repeated-measures ANOVA was performed 

on response latencies to the ad rating task. In addition to stimulus type and viewing 

context, the counterbalancing factor for product-brand associations was also included 

in the model. None of the coefficients was significant (ps > . 
2). In particular, the main 

effect of viewing context was nonsignificant (p > . 
6). This result implies that no 

difference,, across viewing conditions were detectable in the only public behavior 

performed by participants in the social context, therefore providing support for the 

external validity of the manipulation of social presence. 

A repeated-measures ANOVA was also performed on the ad ratings. The 

analysis revealed a significant main effect of stimulus type, F(1,49) = 38.32. p 

< . 0001 (Mappl; «hle = 3.37 and Mneutrai = 2.88), a significant three-way interaction 

between viewing context, stimulus type, and the brand-product counterbalancing, F(I. 

49) -- 4.07. p< . 
05. with no other significant effects (ps > . 1). 

Free recall of product category,. Six participants did not follow the 

instructions and recalled brand names or images instead of product categories, leaving 

47 participants in the analysis of the free recall data. As in the analyses above, a 

repeated measures ANOVA was estimated. This revealed no main effect of viewing 

context (1) > .8). 
but a strong main effect of stimulus type, F( 1,43) = 80.49, p< . 

0001. 

Participants recalled more product categories from ads applicable to social desirability 

than from neutral ads (Mapplicahie = 4.62 and Mneutrai = 2.42). A significant interaction 

between viewing context and stimulus type qualifies these results, F(1,43) = 6.44. p 

< . 
05. This again provides evidence for recall competition such that, relative to 

product categories in neutral ads, more product categories from ads applicable to 

social desirability were recalled in the social condition than in the alone condition. An 

analysis of simple effects reveal a directional but nonsignificant increase in memory 
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for social desirability ads in a social context (F(1.43) = 2.13. p=0.15) and a 

marginally significant decline in memory for neutral ads in the social condition (F( 1. 

43) = 3.48, p< . 07: see Table 1.1). 

Brand ncinre recognition. The use of nonsensical brand names did not allow 

the use of matched distractors and hence analysis of recognition memory using the 

signal-detection paradigm. We estimated a model similar to the one used for free 

recall with hit rates as the dependent variable. We did not observe an effect of 

viewing context on recognition memory for the nonsensical brand names. In the alone 

condition the hit rate for brand names of ads applicable to social desirability was 56% 

whereas for brand names of neutral ads was 62c/(. In the social condition the hit rate 

for brand names of ads applicable to social desirability was 60% whereas for brand 

names of neutral ads was 59ck. The only significant coefficient was the main effect of 

the brand-product counterbalancing. F(1,49) = 16.45, p< . 
000 1 (for the remaining 

cocf Ticients, /)s > . 
3). 

Di CLI , 011 

Experiment 2 mirrored the memory results of previous experiments using male 

participants and a female confederate and stimuli typical of print ads. Relative to 

neutral ads, participants in the social condition were more likely than participants in 

the alone condition to recall product categories presented in ads applicable to social 

desirability. This provides further evidence on recollection processes mediating the 

influence of social context on cognition. As in the previous two studies, no effect was 

found for recognition. On the one hand, this suggests that priming influenced 

cognition acting on associative and not perceptual processes. On the other hand, there 
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was a floor effect in the recognition judgments of the nonsensical brand names and it 

is difficult to interpret the result,,. We will revisit these issues in experiment 3. 

The stimuli in this experiment were designed to contain explicit references to 

the social significance and implications of social desirability. This is equivalent to 

state that these ads represent semantic primes for social desirability. The semantic 

priming discussed here occurred in both viewing conditions, with two implications. 

Firstly, that the viewing context by stimulus type interaction emerged even when 

participants in the alone viewing condition were exposed to such semantic primes 

highlights the conservative nature of the test of the key interaction. Secondly, and 

more importantly, this characteristic of the study strengthens the evidence for a 

motivational view of the accessibility consequences of social context Lathered in 

experiment I C. 

Experiment 3 was designed to assess the influence of mere presence on 

advertising memory using an imagined social context. We also explore further the 

lack of effect of social context for recognition. Finally, we attempt to generalize 

earlier results by assessing the framework in a setting of incidental ad exposure. 

EXPERIMENT 3 

Research has shown that merely imagining the presence of an audience can 

affect cognitive activity (Levine et al. 1993). For example, Garcia et al. (2002) 

showed that priming the mental representation of specific social contexts can inhibit 

helping behavior. They provided evidence for the implicit bystander effect by first 

asking participants to think about a dinner situation and then assessing the influence 

of the number of eating companions indicated in the scenario on participants' 
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subsequent willingness to donate to charity. Similarly, Fisher and Dube (2005) 

replicated using an imagined audience (study 2) their results on the role of social 

context in causing gender differences in reactions to emotional ads (study l ). These 

contributions suggest that the social context effects explored in the previous studies 

could be triggered by simply asking participants to imagine being in the presence of 

others. In this experiment we explore this possibility by priming an imagined social 

context. 

Moreover, in the previous studies stimulus exposure was always "social" in 

that participants and confederate shared the viewing experience. This is a setting, 

relevant to many, if not most, advertising social consumption situations where the 

advertised message is potentially viewed by all individuals present. However, ads in 

private media such as magazines can also be seen in presence of others and from a 

managerial point of view it would be interesting to know if social context effects can 

occur for ads in these media. This is an important issue from a theoretical point of 

view as well. Evidence of social context effects in this setting would provide stronger 

evidence for the intrapsychic consequences of social desirability. Experiment 3 was 

therefore designed to assess the influence of social context on ad memory when 

"private" viewing occurs in a social context. 

Experiment 3 was also designed to address a number of possible shortcomings 

of previous studies. First, despite the effort made in experiment 2 to reduce evaluation 

apprehension, the experimental context could have still triggered particularly strong 

social motives because the cover story informed participants that the confederate was 

in the room in order to learn about the experimental procedure and hence stressed that 

the confederate's focus of attention was directed towards participants' performance of 

the task. In experiment 3 we explore the external validity of the results of the earlier 
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studies by priming an inattentive social audience whose presence was of no relevance 

to the experimental task. 

Second, as in the case of most advertising research in the previous studies 

stimulus exposure occurred in circumstances where participants had been explicitly 

instructed to pay attention to the stimuli. Ad viewing, however, is generally not a 

goal-directed activity and these experimental conditions therefore fail to acknowledge 

the unsolicited nature of advertising. Experiment 3 assesses the role of social context 

in a more naturalistic setting by asking participants to evaluate editorial context 

surrounded by ads. As in previous research on incidental ad exposure we used a 

newspaper-like format to present the experimental stimuli (e. g.. Janiszewski 1988). 

Finally, in experiment 3 we carried out a formal test of the explanation 

provided earlier for the observed dissociation between free recall and recognition. 

Although in the memory literature dissociation between recall and recognition have 

often been used to infer the differential effect of experimental manipulations on 

information processing, this approach suffers the important limitation of relying on 

measures that differ in retrieval cues provided and type of response required 

(Yonelinas 2002). A more appropriate assessment of the process consequences of an 

experimental manipulation can be carried out by comparing results from recognition 

tasks designed to differ in their reliance on the cognitive processes that are object of 

inquiry (Yonelinas 2002). In experiment 3 we therefore assess the presence of 

dissociation across recognition tests that vary in their reliance on semantic and 

perceptual processes. 

Method 
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Design and participants. Experiment 3 used a mixed 2 (scenario: social v s. 

alone) x2 (stimulus type: applicable to social desirability vs. neutral) design. Scenario 

wa,, manipulated between-subjects and stimulus type within-subjects. Respondents 

were undergraduate students from an introductory marketing class (Malte =? 1.04, SD 

= 1.82) who took part in the experiment on a voluntary basis in return for bonus class 

participation points. Complete responses were collected from 86 participants. Data 

from eight participants were eliminated because they used their mobile phone during 

the experiment (two): did not follow the experimental instructions (five): or were not 

proficient in English (one). This leaves for the following analyses 78 participants (39 

in each scenario condition. 33 females and 45 males). 

Procedure. Participants were randomly assigned to conditions and run 

individually. At their arrival to the lab participants were asked to sit in individual 

cubicles and to follow the instructions provided. On the desk they found an envelope 

containing the dependent variables and an answer booklet. The independent variables 

were instead administered on a computer screen. 

Participants first read the cover story. This introduced the study as an 

a cssment of the usefulness of a visualization technique in product testing carried out 

a,, part of research for a product launch by a student-run start-up. The product in 

question was a magazine. The cover story then discussed the success enjoyed by 

Metro, a worldwide publisher of free newspapers, and informed participants that the 

company was considering launching a similar offer in the magazine category. Before 

launching the product the company intended to carry out some market test by 

providing free magazines in waiting rooms at hospitals and doctors' offices. The 

study was an attempt to anticipate the performance of the product in these market tests. 
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Participants were asked to imagine a waiting room scenario and then to 

browse four test pages of the magazine. A waiting room scenario was chosen because 

(I) it was well-suited for a manipulation of social context; (2) it was likely to be a 

familiar situation to most individuals; (3) it was a situation where reading a magazine 

is a common activity even among individuals who are not otherwise interested in 

magazines. The waiting room scenario was described in a sheet of paper placed inside 

the envelope. The two scenario conditions were identical except for one of the five 

paragraphs that described the social context. A photo of the same waiting room that 

differed in social presence was also included to strengthen the manipulation. 

Given the use of a healthcare setting, to avoid priming negative affect the first 

paragraph provided a reassuring reason for participants' visit to the doctor: "Some 

months ago you broke a hand and even though you now feel perfectly ok today you 

are scheduled for a control check. " The social context manipulation was presented in 

the third paragraph. For participants in the alone scenario condition, the paragraph 

stres,, ed the absence of other patients: "The room is empty and there is nobody around 

but you. You sit on the closest chair. This is the last appointment of the day and apart 

from you the place is deserted. " For participants in the social scenario condition, this 

paragraph instead described the presence of other individuals in the waiting room: 

"There are already four people in the waiting room when you arrive. You have the last 

appointment of the day and the place is still very busy. You sit on the closest empty 

chair. Sitting by the window there are a man and a woman who are talking and seem 

to know each other well. On the other side of the room there are a male in his mid- 

twenties and a female of a similar age. They are probably students but don't seem to 

know each other. They are sitting in silence looking around the room with no 

particular purpose. " 

62 



After reading the scenario participants were asked to imagine how it would 

feel to be in that situation and what they would be thinking about. They were then 

asked to take the magazine from the envelope and to browse the four test pages while 

imagining being in the waiting room. As a reference they were told to spend around 

30 seconds per page. The magazine was made of four single-sided sheets stapled 

together. Each page contained two ads, a major and a minor headline, and an image 

related to the editorial content. The first page also featured a main header ("Today 

magazine"), an editorial (titled "The first truly unisex magazine" and designed to 

stress the magazine's targeting of both genders), and a list of featured articles. The 

headlines touched on a variety of topics (e. g., "Mr Music: Interview with Courtney 

Pine"). Given the limited time available for browsing the magazine, to avoid floor 

effects in ad recall the magazine did not include the actual text of the articles that was 

instead masked by grey-colored shading. Each page contained one ad applicable to 

social desirability and one neutral ad. The location of the ads on each page was varied 

using two of three possible locations: top-right, bottom-left, and bottom-right. Ads 

covered approximately a third of each page. 

After reading the magazine, participants were instructed to place the magazine 

back in the envelope, to take the answer booklet, and to follow the instructions on the 

screen. Consistent with the cover story, participants were first asked to answer some 

questions about the magazine and, as an additional filler task, to complete a 

handedness questionnaire (Oldfield 1971 ; the presence of this filler task was justified 

by saying that handedness has an effect on visualization). After two minutes the 

computer introduced the recall task followed by the recognition measures. 

Dependent variables. We used four dependent variables. The first is the same 

measure of tree recall of product category used in experiment 2. The second is a 
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recognition test specifically designed to probe the consequences of social context for 

semantic (associative) processes. For each ad in the magazine we asked participants to 

recognize, among the four main headlines in the magazine, the headline of the page in 

which the ad had appeared. 

The third and fourth dependent variables are instead recognition tests designed 

to probe perceptual processes. With these two recognition measures we assessed the 

role of perceptual processes in the influence of social context on memory by looking 

at memory for surface characteristics of the page in which the ad was displayed 

(recognition of ad location) and of the ad itself (brand logo recognition). The first 

asked participants to recognize, among four possible positions, the location of the ad 

in the page. The second asked to recognize the brand logos. For each logo participants 

were provided with two alternatives. They were also asked to provide a confidence 

,.., corc for their choice. 

The three recognition tests were administered together, one ad at a time. Each 

ad was presented on the screen with the logo masked and participants were asked to 

complete the three measures described above. The ads were displayed in random 

order (same order for all participants). 

Stimuli. We used as stimuli a subset of the ads used in experiment 2. In total 

the magazine contained eight ads, four applicable to social desirability (ads for mobile 

phone, shoes, anti-acne cream, and dental floss) and four neutral (ads for popcorn, soy 

milk, hand-aids, and toaster). Two sets of ad pairings were created using a semi- 

random procedure to vary the combination of neutral and social desirability ads. For 

each set of pairings we then counterbalanced order of presentation using a digram- 

balanced Latin square design (Keppel 1991, p. 339). This procedure led to the 

creation of eight different versions of the magazine. 
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Table 1.3 

MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS FOR EXPERIMENT 3 

Stimulus type 

Social 
desirability cues 

Neutral cues 

FREE RECALL 

Alone 1.38 (0.96) 1.10 (0.97 ) 

Social 2.05 (0.97) 1.28 (0.97) 

RECOGNITION OF HEADLINE 

Alone 1.64 (1.09) 1.69(l. 05) 

Social 1.97 (1.09) 1.51 (1.07) 

RECOGNITION OF LOCATION 

Alone 2.46 (0.97) 2.23 (1.36) 

Social 2.87 (1.03) 2.54 (1.14) 

BRAND LOGO RECOGNITION 

Alone 2.25 (0.78) 2.90 (0.68) 

Social 2.43 (0.97 2.82 (0.88) 

Results 

Across all dependent variables no significant gender differences were 

observed. Data from males and females were therefore combined. For each dependent 

variable we estimated an ANCOVA model that included the ad pairing, the Latin 
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square counterbalancing, and the interaction between there as covariates. Means and 

standard deviations are presented in Table 1.3. 

Free recall. The analysis highlights an unexpected main effect of scenario. 

F(1,69) = 4.58, p< . 
05. Participants in the social scenario condition remembered 

more product categories than participants in the alone scenario condition (Malone = 

2.49 and M, ociai = 3.33). As in experiment 2. there was also a strong main effect of 

stimulus type, F(I, 69) = 19.17,1) < . 
0001. More ads applicable to social desirability 

were recalled than were neutral ads (Mneutrai = 1.19 and Mal-p1jcäble = 1.72). Qualifying 

these main effects, the two-way interaction was also significant, F(1.69) = 5.47, p< 

. 
05. Critically, the shape of the interaction provides support for H2. No significant 

differences across scenario conditions were observed for neutral ads (Malone = 1.10 

and Msoci, l = 1.28, p> . 
6) but a significant increase in memory for social desirability 

ads was instead observed in the social scenario condition (Malone = 1.38 and M, ý, ý111 = 

2.05, F(1,69) = 9.27, p< . 005) 

Recognition. For all three measures (recognition of headline, of location, and 

of brand logo) cell means were in the direction predicted by H2 (see Table I. 3), but 

the two-way interaction between scenario and stimulus type was significant only for 

recognition of headline, a measure designed to assess the role of social context in 

influencing semantic processes during recognition. 

In the case of headline recognition, we found no main effects of scenario (p > 

4) and of stimulus type, F(1,69) = 1.87, p> . 15. A significant two-way interaction 

qualifies these results, F(1,69) = 4.00. p< . 
05. Participants were marginally more 

likely to correctly recognize the headline associated to social desirability ads in the 

social scenario condition (Malone = 1.64, M,,, ciai = 1.97, F(1,69) = 3.27, p <. 08) with 

no differences across scenario conditions for neutral ads (p > . 
5). 
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For recognition of ad location we observed some influence of scenario (F(1. 

69)=2.67,1)>. 1)and of stimulus type (F(1.69)=2.87. p<. 1)butnoevidence ofa 

two-way interaction (p > . 5). The data for brand logo recognition was analyzed by 

weighting scores by recognition confidence. This analysis highlights a theoretically 

uninteresting main effect of stimulus type (F(1,69) = 24.78, p< . 
0001), no main 

effect of scenario (F(1,69) = 2.32, p> . 13), and no two-way interaction (F( 1,69) = 

I. 90. p>. I7). 

Discussion 

In this experiment we replicated the two-way interaction between viewing 

context and stimulus type for free recall using a scenario manipulation, incidental ad 

exposure, and a social context free of evaluative connotations. Moreover, we found 

evidence for the theoretical framework for recognition of headline. Together with the 

results from the previous experiments and the lack of significance of the scenario 

manipulation on recognition of location and of brand logo, the significant two-way 

interaction for this recognition test implies that the effect of social presence on 

memory for cues with high versus low applicability to social desirability is driven by 

semantic or meaning-based processing. We conclude that social context affected 

memory for social desirability ads by increasing the amount of covert attention paid to 

their meaning during encoding and not through differences in perceptual processing 

or overt attention. 

Meta-analysis ýýf recall findin s from experiments IA, 1B, and 2. Experiment 3 

also found a significant simple effect of recall memory. where recall memory for 

social desirability ads was higher in the social scenario condition. This simple effect 
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had not been significant in experiments l and 2. although the interaction for free 

recall between viewing context and stimulus type had been significant. (The 

significant interaction provides evidence for encoding and/or recall competition: ) In 

order to assess the robustness of the effect we performed a meta-analysis of the simple 

effects across viewing conditions for the neutral and applicable to social desirability 

stimuli from experiments 1 A, 1 B, and 2. To err on the conservative side, we did not 

include the results of experiment 3. We used Cohen's das the measure of effect size 

and weighted studies by their variance. Cohen (1992) offered as a rule-of-thumb that 

d=0.2 is a small effect size, d=0.5 is a medium effect size, and d=0.8 is a large 

effect size. Total sample size was 131. The Hedges test of homogeneity of effect sizes 

was nonsignificant for both social desirability and neutral cues (ps > . 3), suggesting 

the appropriateness of a fixed-effect model. 

For the social desirability stimuli, average effect size was 0.34 (SD = 0.18). 

The meta-analysis shows a significant increase in the memory of social desirability 

cues from the alone to the social viewing condition, Z=1.96, p< . 
05. For the neutral 

stimuli, average effect size was instead 0.57 (SD = 0.1). The meta-analysis shows a 

significant decrease in memory for neutral cues from the alone to the social viewing 

condition, Z= 2.93, p< . 
01. Together, these results demonstrate that the recall 

competition reported in the previous experiments emerged as a combination of an 

increase in memory for social desirability cues and a parallel decrease in memory for 

neutral cues in the social viewing condition, with the latter effect being of substantial 

magnitude. A similar meta-analysis performed on the two-way interactions described 

earlier between viewing context and type of cue for recognition memory shows a 

nonsignificant coefficient (p > . 
5). 
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GENERAL DISCUSSION 

Theoretical Contribution 

We presented the results of a series of experiments designed to evaluate the 

effect of social presence on message processing. Results suggest that, relative to 

neutral cues, social context differentially affects how we process and remember cues 

that have high applicability to a concern with the impression we make on others. The 

theoretical framework is based on the notion that an automatic concern with social 

desirability is activated in social situations. 

Using a lexical decision task and response latencies as dependent variable. 

experiments IA and IB demonstrated that the presence of a person of the opposite 

, gender increases the accessibility of social desirability. Relative to neutral words. 

participants were faster at identifying words applicable to social desirability when in 

the presence of another person than when alone. This interaction between viewing 

context and stimulus type was robust to changes in the main effect of viewing context, 

when social context had an inhibitory (experiment l A) or a facilitating (experiment 

I B) effect on speeded performance. The additional analysis of the reaction time data 

in experiment IC using the personality variable of self-monitoring provides further 

support for the theoretical framework. In particular, high self-monitors were faster 

than low self-monitors on the lexical decision task in the alone viewing condition but 

low self-monitors where faster than high self-monitors in the social viewing condition. 

This result is consistent with the pursuit of social desirability motives by high self- 

monitors, hence providing direct evidence of the consequences of social context for 

motivational processes beyond semantic priming effects. 
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Recent research on impression management has demonstrated that impression 

management often occurs outside conscious awareness and that features of the social 

environment can prime different types of impression management tactics (e. g.. 

Fridlund et al. 1990; Schenkler and Wowra 2003: Vorauer and Miller 1997). The 

response latencies and free recall results obtained for self-monitoring are consistent 

with this notion. For example, Chartrand and Bargh (1999) investigated the 

"chameleon effect" - the nonconscious mimicry of the behavior of an interaction 

partner - and showed that behavioral mimicry translates into increased liking between 

interaction partners. Similarly, Lakin and Chartrand (2003) argued that nonconscious 

behavioral mimicry stems from a desire to create rapport. These contributions 

demonstrate the pervasiveness of social desirability concerns in everyday life. 

However, no previous studies have attempted to show a direct link between social 

context and the accessibility of cognitions related to social desirability. In this article 

we provided this evidence by showing that the presence of a confederate increased the 

accessibility of cues with high applicability to social desirability relative to that of 

cues with low applicability to social desirability. 

Important consequences of social context were found for recall memory. Four 

experiments consistently demonstrated a shift in recall memory such that, relative to 

neutral information, more information applicable to social desirability was recalled 

when this information was learned in the presence of another person. Moreover, there 

was no similar interaction in the recognition data. Results in experiment 3 showing a 

significant effect of social context for a measure of context-item recognition designed 

to probe semantic processes provides further evidence for the conclusion that social 

context affects memory via semantic not perceptual processes. In other words. social 

context influences memory for cues with varying applicability to social desirability by 
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increasing consumer's focus on the meaning of cues with high applicability to social 

desirability, but not necessarily affecting consumer's focus on their surface 

characteristics (Brown and Craik 2000). 

We argued that people represent primes for social desirability. In addition, ads 

themselves can act as social desirability primes when they stress self-presentation. 

interpersonal attraction, or status. In experiments 2 and 3 we exposed participants to 

such ads and assessed an influence of social context on free recall despite the fact that 

participants in the alone viewing condition had been exposed to these social 

de,, irability primes. Together with those from self-monitoring obtained in experiment 

1 C, these results suggest the existence of motivational consequences of social context 

over and above semantic priming effects. The findings are noteworthy especially 

considering that they emerged in situations where the audience was composed by 

complete strangers and there was no expectation of future interaction. 

By taking an intrapsychic perspective on the influence of social context our 

rc carch contributes to the growing body of literature on automatic impression 

management (Schenkler and Wowra 2003). Automaticity is a multi-facet concept and 

it iý therefore important to clearly state what automaticity means in our studies (Bargh 

and Chartrand 2000). We followed the suggestion put forth by Higgins (1996): if you 

are concerned with how a laboratory effect might or might not generalize to a busy 

real-life social interaction setting, focus on the efficiency of the process, not it,. 

possible unintentionality" (p. 173). Our definition of automaticity was an increase in 

processing efficiency of cues related to social desirability experienced by participants 

in a social context. This implies neither that participants were unaware of their 

concern with the impression the confederate was forming of them nor that such a 

concern was outside participants' control. What makes the process investigated 
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automatic in our case is instead its effect on processing efficiency. By demonstrating 

the consequences of social context for the activation of a concern with social 

desirability, our research begins to answer calls for an increased understanding of 

automaticity in consumers' everyday life (Bargh 2002). 

Practical Implications 

The results provide support for the notion that viewing context is an important 

determinant of message reception. This has implications for the advertising industry. 

especially in the areas of media planning and pretesting. where top-of-mind recall is 

one of the most commonly used measures of advertising effectiveness. In terms of 

media planning, our findings indicate that campaigns that play on the theme of social 

desirability are more memorable when viewed in a social context. In terms of 

pretesting, they suggest that effort should be placed to match pretesting conditions 

with the conditions in which consumers are most likely to encounter the ad. For 

example, when pretesting Super Bowl ads applicable to social desirability it may be 

more informative to use a group setting than individual research participants. 

The effect of social context on memory was the result of an increase in 

memory for social desirability ads coupled with a decrease in memory for neutral 

ones. A nmeta-analysis of the memory findings suggests that the latter result may be of 

substantial magnitude. This has implications for advertisers of products that have no 

applicability to social desirability when exposure occurs in a social context and ads 

endorsing a social desirability message are present in the viewing environment. 

Our findings also have methodological implications for marketing researchers. 

The methodological individualism that characterizes much of social psychology has 

7ý 



been the focus of an active debate within the discipline (e. g.. Ritzer and Gindoff 

1992). As a result of methodological individualism. "psychology ordinarily deals with 

individual processes and structures, without much systematic consideration of social 

context" (Eagly and Chaiken 1993, p. 627). However, as our results indicate, when 

participants interact with the researcher an experiment acquires social as well as 

scientific meaning (Paulus and Nagar 1989, p. 13 1; Singleton and Straits 1999. pp. 

194-195). Experimental confounds due to a failure to account for the effects of social 

context can be either created by the experimenters, research assistants and 

confederates, or by the participants themselves when several participants complete the 

study at the same time. We suspect that social context effects might be the most 

common among the various types of priming effects introduced in the data by the 

experimental procedure without the experimenters' awareness. 

Marketing research articles typically pay little attention to the reporting of the 

social context at the time of test. However, the experimental manipulations of social 

context used in this article (observing experimenter, co-active participant, and 

imagined social presence) are commonly found in studies using experimental 

methods. We showed that the processing of cues with high applicability to social 

desirability, a common occurrence in advertising. is influenced by the social 

conditions at test. Our research therefore begins to answer calls for an increased focus 

on the effect of social context (e. g., Levine and Moreland 1990) and can provide 

methodological insight into the potential threat to external validity posed by a failure 

to account for the effect of social context in experimental settings. 

Limitations and Future Research 
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The priming gauged by the studies reported in this article is ver`' general. 

Given the frequent occurrence of conditions triggering a concern with social 

desirability, we should expect the consequences of its increased accessibility to vary 

across situations. In a typical fan effect, the broader the range of situations relevant to 

a goal, the more likely it is that other goals will be active instead in those situations at 

other times (Bargh 1990). Hence, we must avoid the inference that the presence of 

others will always lead to increased processing efficiency for cues related to social 

desirability. Instead, social desirability often competes with other goals to affect 

cognitive activity. 

The meaning of social desirability also varies across individuals and situations 

(e. g., Aaker 1999; Ratner and Kahn 2002; Read and Miller 1989). Although 

experiment 3 addressed this issue using a scenario manipulation, the participant pool 

in the three experiments that manipulated social context using an actual audience 

consisted of only one gender. This enabled us to better match stimuli to participants 

and to minimize noise introduced by a potential multitude of meanings inherent in 

cues applicable to social desirability. We also selected a confederate of the opposite 

gender from that of participants and it is important to recognize that our stimuli may 

take on different meanings when the social context consists of the same gender. For 

example, Leary and Kowalski (1995) arue that "in a society that emphasizes male- r-- 

female relationships, sex appeal, and heterosexuality, those of the other gender are in 

the position to mediate valued social rewards" (p. 40). On the one hand, this suggests 

that the procedure led to a particularly strong activation of social desirability. On the 

other hand, same-sex social settings can also lead to a stronger activation of social 

desirability than mixed-sex ones. For example, Dube and Fisher (2005) argue that in 

the context of emotional display "the sensitivity of males to the presence of another 
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person should be particularly high in male-male compared to male-female social 

settings" (p. 852). 

Several areas for future research deserve to be mentioned. The first pertains to 

the role of audience member familiarity. This is an important issue because one form 

of advertising often consumed socially, television advertising, is also very likely to be 

consumed in company of close relationships. Because research on social influence is 

often carried out in a laboratory setting with the help of confederates, social 

psychologists have rarely investigated the moderating effect of level of acquaintance. 

Moreover, certain types of people may prime specific goals that we did not consider. 

For example, priming the mental representation ofHither can increase pursuit of a task 

goal (Shah 2003), whereas priming the mental representation of good friend can 

activate a helping goal (Fitzsimons and Bargh 2003). 

Another area of investigation is how social context affects evaluative 

processes. The literature on the effect of social context on attitudes has previously 

found a role for self-presentation motives, where participants strategically alter their 

expressed attitudes to appeal to others (Eagly and Chaiken 1993). An intrapsychic 

perspective on the process of persuasion in a social context, however, suggests that 

social context could affect attitudes even when these are not subject to public scrutiny. 

In experiment 2 we did not find online attitudes to be moderated by social context. 

Whereas online judgments are typically not correlated with recall (e. g., Wyer and 

Srull 1986) memory-based judgments are largely based on the information retrieved 

from memory (Hastie and Park 1986). Therefore, as suggested by our recall data, 

social context may play a more important role in memory-based attitudes. However. 

the relationship between message reception and evaluations is not straightforward and 

simple quantitative measures of recall are naive inasmuch as product attribute,, vary in 
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their desirability and attribute valence needs to be considered (Reyes. Thompson. and 

Bower 1 980). Our theoretical framework. therefore. would need to be extended to 

anticipate the effect of social context on attitude formation. 

CONCLUSION 

We proposed that a concern with social desirability becomes automatically 

activated in social situations. Human behavior is inherently social but previous 

marketing research has disregarded the influence of social context on advertising 

consumption. This article presents the first investigation of the effect of the presence 

of others on the accessibility of a concern with social desirability and, subsequently. 

on message recall. Because memory is a component in virtually all thinking these 

findings may have far-reaching implications. Memory is also one of the key measures 

of advertising effectiveness and our findings have direct implications for advertising 

and marketing practitioners. 
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ESSAY 2: 

IDENTITY SALIENCE AS A DETERMINANT OF PERCEIVED 

VULNERABILITY TO PERSONAL RISKS 

A growing body of marketing literature is aimed at understanding when and 

why people feel vulnerable to personal risks (e. g., Anand Keller. Lipkus, and Rimer 

2002,2003, Chandran and Menon 2004; Luce and Kahn 1999). This is a particularly 

important issue in light of the robust finding that risk perception is a significant 

predictor of health-protective behavior (e. g., Aiken, Gerend, and Jackson 2001: 

Menon, Block, and Ramanathan 2002, Raghubir and Menon 1998). From a societal 

perspective, identifying conditions that affect risk perception thus acquires special 

significance. 

We examine the issue of subjectivity in risk perception with the aim of 

fostering our understanding of consumer behavior and of providing guidelines for 

effective communication of health information. Whereas previous research has 

focused on the internal content of public service announcements, we examine the 

influence of the social environment on people's perceived susceptibility to personal 

risks. Specifically, we observe how contextual variables, such as audience 

composition, that are known to influence the salience of a certain identity trait can 

increase one's perceived susceptibility to risks associated with this trait. Drawing 

from literature on identity salience we provide a theoretical framework to explain how 

situational factors at the time of exposure to a social marketing campaign can 

influence its effectiveness. We test the framework for gender salience. 
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Identity Salience, Information Processing, and Risk 

Literature on self-identity highlights the influence of situational factors on our 

self-concept (e. g., Deaux 1996; Markus and Nurius 1986: McGuire 1984: Oakes 

1987). According to the notion of a malleable self-concept (Markus and Kunda 1986). 

we all possess a number of different selves related to the various roles and goals that 

we endorse in our lives. As a consequence, variability exists in what features of our 

, cif-concept are salient in a given situation. 

Changes in identity salience affect the processing of cues with high 

applicability to the corresponding aspects of self-concept. Information applicable to 

an activated aspect of the self is perceived as more self-relevant and it is therefore 

procc,, sed more deeply. For example, making participants feel unique versus similar 

to others led to differences in the amount of processing devoted to cues related to 

uniqueness or similarity in a subsequent self-categorization task (Markus and Kunda 

1986). Changes in identity salience can also affect attitudes. For example, an increase 

in ethnic identity salience among minorities in the immediate social context resulted 

In more positive judgments of ads featuring ethnic spokespersons (Forehand. 

Deshpande, and Reed 2002). We propose that risk perception is a psychological 

process that should be affected by changes in identity salience in a similar fashion. 

Risk estimates are influenced by how cues related to the antecedents of a 

personal risk are processed. For example, risk estimates increase when disease-related 

risk behaviors are made more accessible in memory (Raghubir and Menon 1998). 

Similarly-. risk estimates have been found to be higher when participants were 
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provided with a list of risk behaviors that included common instead of less common 

behaviors (Menon et al. 2002). 

Our research links the literature on identity salience to that on estimating risk. 

We propose that increasing the salience of a personal trait that is known to be 

positively correlated with a risk should lead to higher risk estimates. This idea 

diverges significantly from that of previous work on risk estimates where the focus 

has been on manipulating message content. In essence, we argue that factors that 

make a person feel more representative of the social category affected by a certain 

risk (e. g.. a disease) should increase perceived vulnerability. 

Our reasoning can be understood in terms of the literature on judgmental 

heuristics and biases, where the representativeness heuristic refers to the use of simple 

resemblance criteria in categorization (Tversky and Khaneman 1974). Previous work 

has shown that a woman's perceived similarity to women who contract a target 

disease such as breast cancer ("How similar do you believe you are to the typical 

woman who gets [disease]? ") correlated with perceived susceptibility above and 

beyond medical risk factors (Gerend et al. 2004). We argue that this relationship is not 

static and merely correlational, but that one's perceived representativeness of the 

social group at risk is a dynamic concept via contextual changes in identity salience 

and an important psychological determinant of risk perception. 

It may be of interest to note that previous research also used the 

representativeness heuristic to explain the role of message information in shaping risk 

perception (Menon et al. 2002). When participants were exposed to lists of risk 

behaviors the), tended to assume these behaviors to be representative of all risk 

behaviors for the target threat and hence to judge their own vulnerability based on 

their propensity to engage in these risk behaviors. a list that included more common 
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behaviors led to higher risk estimates than a list that included uncommon behaviors 

(Menon et al. 2002). Our focus is not on the perceived medical risk (as manipulated 

by message content) but instead on the degree to which the message recipient feels 

representative of the social category at risk (as manipulated by identity salience). 

Risk Specificity 

We have not yet defined precisely what a personal risk estimate is. We 

consider two notions of risk. The first one is actual risk, the likelihood of the 

occurrence of a negative event based on available data and what Sjoberg (2000) refers 

to as "technical risk" and Gerend et al. (2004) as "medical risk. " The second one is 

psychological risk, a subjective perception of a threat. The main goal of the literature 

on risk appraisal has been to reveal the biases that influence self-reported risk 

estimates. Despite the existence of such biases, actual risk plays an important role in 

risk judgments. When asked to assess their susceptibility to a risk, respondents use at 

least to some extent their available knowledge of the statistical likelihood of its 

occurrence (Gerend et al. 2004. Lichtenstein et al. 1978). 

We argue that a fruitful perspective can be taken by focusing on how 

properties of actual risk (i. e., its distributional characteristics) and properties of the 

individual jointly contribute to determine subjective risk perception. We focus on a 

structural characteristic of actual risk that we term risk specificity and explore its joint 

role with consumer self-construal in influencing subjective risk perception. 

The notion of risk specificity refers to the statistical properties of a risk. Many 

risks represent a threat for every individual, with vulnerability varying according to a 

certain probability distribution. Even if individuals do not know the exact shape of 
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this distribution the simple knowledge of the existence of a nonzero mass point should 

be reflected in self-reported measures of risk. We define such risks as neutral. Most 

diseases are neutral risks. For example, all individuals have a nonzero likelihood of 

contracting, at some point during their life. hepatitis C or coronary heart disease. 

Some personal risks, however, do not affect everyone, but only a subset of the 

population that shares a particular trait. For example, in order to be at risk of 

contracting prostate cancer one must be male. We define a personal risk as specific if 

the probability of occurrence is different from zero only for the subset of the 

population that shares a particular trait: for example, being male and being at risk for 

prostate cancer. In other words, a specific risk implies the existence of a dichotomous 

conditioning distribution for the probability of a personal risk. It IS important to note 

that, in most cases, the conditioning distribution is continuous and not merely 

dichotomous. For example, even though smoking is a strong predictor of the 

occurrence of lung cancer, not smoking does not eliminate its threat. 

When traits that act as conditioning distribution can be construed as features of 

one's identity (e. g., gender), we will talk of identity-neutral (e. g., gender-neutral) and 

identity-specific (e. g., gender-specific) risks. As we argued earlier, we posit that 

identity salience is a key construct in understanding the factors influencing one's 

perceived susceptibility to identity-specific risks. 

To summarize the theoretical framework, our model of risk perception 

predicts an interaction between environmental factors and risk specificity in 

determining perceived vulnerability. Accordingly, factors increasing the salience of 

an identity that represents an antecedent of vulnerability to a certain risk should 

influence the perceived likelihood of this risk's occurrence. Formally. 
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H1: Self-reported estimates of risk are sensitive to changes in consumer 

context. An environment that increases the salience of a dimension of 

the self associated with a personal risk will lead to an increase in 

perceived vulnerability to this risk. 

EXPERIMENT I 

Experiment I was carried out to test hypothesis I in a gender setting. Gender 

was chosen because it allows a test of the theory using a strict notion of risk 

specificity as relying upon the existence of a dichotomous conditioning distribution. 

This characteristic of gender is important because it permits manipulating risk 

specificity with high construct validity. We therefore assessed whether priming 

people to think about their gender influences their perceived vulnerability to gender- 

specific risks. Experiment I diverges from previous research on risk in that we do not 

nianipulate message content - in fact, we do not present a message at all - but 

manipulate the salience of gender as a personal trait. 

Designing a manipulation of risk specificity with high construct validity 

requires using as target disease one that does not concern both genders. Although 

`gender affects the incidence of many diseases. only few can be described as truly 

gender-specific. For example, the World Health Organization's list of causes of death 

includes only a handful of gender-specific diseases. all noncommunicable conditions 

affecting the reproductive system (World Health Organization 2004). We chose as 

target disease prostate cancer because this carcinoma is the most common among the 

gender-specific diseases listed by the World Health Organization, killing every year 

more than 200,000 men worldwide. 
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As with all other genitourinary illnesses. dealing with prostate cancer involve. 

a psychosocial dimension. This constitutes a difficult obstacle for health-care 

providers because embarrassment and fear of stigmatization provide "formidable 

barriers to evaluation and resolution of distress" (Roth and Sher 1998, p. 357). 

Probing individuals about their risk to contract prostate cancer therefore presents the 

potential problem of a social desirability bias because participants may be reluctant to 

report high likelihood of contracting the disease. To address this issue we used the 

method of indirect questioning (Fisher 1993), a projective technique that asks 

respondents to express a judgment from the point of view of a typical other (e. g.. 

average person of the same social group). We therefore asked participants to judge 

their own susceptibility to prostate cancer (self-risk), as well as that of an average 

person of the same age and gender (other-risk). 

As the identity-neutral disease we used hepatitis C. As in previous marketing 

research on risk perception, this disease was chosen because it is a serious conditions 

affecting millions of Americans that can be contracted by both males and females via 

common activities (Agrawal, Aaker, and Menon 2004; Menon et al. 2002). 

Method 

Design und participants. Experiment I was conducted online using a mixed 

(Gender salience: gender-prime vs. control) x2 (Risk type: gender-specific vs. 

gender-neutral) design. Gender salience was manipulated between-subjects by means 

of two versions of a website. whereas risk type was manipulated within-subjects using 

prostate cancer as the gender-specific disease and hepatitis C as the gender-neutral 

83 



one. Participants were 52 male undergraduate students at a large metropolitan 

university who were rewarded with two vouchers from a well-known Internet retailer. 

Procedure. Participants were emailed by random assignment a link to one of 

two versions of a website. The website informed participants that they would be asked 

to complete two studies and that for each of them they would receive a voucher. The 

two studies were presented as independent (e. g., using different graphic elements) and 

students were reassured that they would receive the voucher for the first study even if 

failing to complete the second one (no participant did so). The first study contained 

the priming procedure and the second assessed the dependent variables (risk 

estimates). 

The priming procedure was introduced as a study of the role of gender 

(education) on decision-making and interpersonal relationships. Participants in the 

gender-prime (control) condition were asked to write short essays about the influence 

of their gender (education) on the way they "make decisions" and on the way they 

"relate to others. " The essays were designed to prime both cognitive and interpersonal 

dimensions of gender (education) schema. As a guideline, participants were asked to 

spend at least three minutes on each of the two essays that were presented in separate, 

consecutive pages. 

The second study was then introduced as an investigation of people's 

vulnerability to accidents, injuries, and diseases. All participants rated the likelihood 

of a list of personal risks occurring to them in the future (self-risk estimates) on a 

scale from one to seven. The list was presented in random order and included two 

target diseases -a gender-specific disease (prostate cancer) and a gender-neutral 

disease (hepatitis C) - as well as nine fillers (e. g., risk of food poisoning, car crash. or 

being victim of a terrorist attack). To reduce the conspicuousness of prostate cancer 

84 



the list included also breast cancer. In the following page participants rated the 

likelihood of the same risks occurring to the average person of their same age and 

gender (other-risk estimates). 

In the final page of the website participants were asked to report their age (on 

a five-point scale with anchors "<21 ", "21-25". "26-30'". "31-35". ">35") and to write 

an essay to guess the purpose of the study. 

Results 

One participant made a connection between parts one and two of the study and 

was eliminated from the analyses, leaving 25 participants in the gender-prime 

condition and 26 in the control condition. Using the number of characters typed in the 

`Tender priming and control essays we observed no differences across conditions in 

verbosity (M«,,,,,, i = 858 Vs. Mgender-prime = 824: P >. 7). The median and mode of age 

ýýaý "'11_25" (SD=0.84). 

Because of heterogeneity across participants in the use of the scales data for 

self- and other-risk estimates were standardized to the [0,1 ] range for each participant 

(e. g.. for prostate cancer standardization of self-risk scores leads to an eight-fold 

increase in model fit). Cell means and standard deviations are reported in table 2.1 

For self-risk estimates a repeated-measures ANOVA showed a strong main 

effect of risk type (Mprostate = 0.58 vs. Mhepatitis = 0.23: F(1,49) = 36.72, p <. 0001) and 

no main effect of gender salience (p > . 
8). A significant two-way interaction qualified 

these results, F( I. 49) = 7.92, p< . 
01. Simple effects provide support for the 

theoretical framework. Participants in the gender-prime condition reported higher risk 

estimates for prostate cancer than participants in the control condition (Mcon«0l = 0.49 
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vs. Mgender riiiie = 0.66: t(49) = -2,1) = . 
05). Moreover. participants in the gender-prime 

condition reported lower risk estimates for hepatitis C than participants in the control 

condition (Meontrol = 0.31 V". Mgender-prime =0.15 - t(49) = 2.07, p< . 05). 

Table 2.1: 

CELL MEANS (AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS) FOR RISK ESTIMATES 

(EXPERIMENTS I AND 3) 

Self-risk Other-risk 

Prostate cancer Hepatitis C Prostate cancer Hepatitis C 

EXPERIMENT I 

Gender-prime 0.66 (0.31) 0.15 (0.25) 

Control 0.49 (0.31) 0.31 (0.27) 

0.65(0.31) 

0.46 (0.33 ) 

0.40 (0.31) 

0.41 (0.31) 

EXPERIMENT 3 

Distinctive 0.64 (0.29) 0.31 (0.32) 

Nondistinctive 0.68 (0.29) 0.29 (0.29) 

0.66(0.34) 

0.46 (0.28) 

0.40 (0.35 ) 

0.47 (0.39) 

For other-risk estimates the main effect of risk type was significant (Mprostate = 

0.55 vs. Miiepatitis = 0.40: F(l, 49) = 7.39, p< . 01) and the main effect of gender 

salience was not, F(1,49) = 1.76. p> . 19. The two-way interaction only approached 

significance, F(1,49) = 2.98, p= . 
09. The simple effects did, however, provide 

support for the research hypothesis. For prostate cancer we observed a significant 

effect of gender salience on risk estimates (Mcont, -oi = 0.46 vs. Mender prime = 0.65; t(49) 
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= -2.07, /) < . 
05), whereas no effect was observed for hepatitis C (Mcontrol = 0.41 vs 

Mgender-prime = 0.40: j7 > . 
9). 4 

Discussion 

Experiment I found support for hypothesis 1: individuals who were asked to 

think about the influence of their gender in their lives reported higher self- and other- 

risk estimates for the gender-specific disease than participants who were asked to 

think about the influence of their education in their lives. Experiment I therefore adds 

to the existing literature on personal risk that has focused on message characteristics - 

an external focus - by demonstrating that identity salience affects subjective risk 

estimates - an internal focus. One goal of Experiment 2 was to assess whether identity 

salience moderates the evaluation of public policy ads, in other words, the interaction 

between an external communication and an internal state. 

EXPERIMENT 2 

From a theoretical point of view, an important open question concerns the 

nature of the psychological processes involved in the effect of identity salience on the 

processing of risk-related information. In particular, the risk results in experiment 1 

could have been driven by purely cognitive factors that affect probability estimates. 

However, identity salience should have implications for affective processes as well. 

Literature on risk implies a positive association between attitude ratings and 

-' We assessed self- and other-risk estimates as a caution against a possible social desirability bia'. 
Previous research has used these measures to explore how message cues can reduce the self-positivity 
bias, the tendency for oneself to feel less vulnerable to personal risks than other people (e. g.. Menon et 
al. 2001. Raghubir and Menon 1998). We found no evidence of self-positivity bias in an\ of our 
experiments. 
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conditions that increase perceived vulnerability. For example. attitudes towards a 

health message were more positive when succumbing to a threat was perceived as 

closer in time and as more concrete. This was achieved by framing a health threat as 

occurring every day versus every year. two reference periods that were experienced as 

subjectively different though being objectively the same (Chandran and Menon 2004: 

study 3). Similarly, attitudes towards a health-related article were more positive when 

the article portrayed a disease as easy versus difficult to contract (Menon et al. 2002). 

The psychological literature on health appeals is consistent with these perspectives by 

indicating that the persuasiveness of health communication addressing personal 

threats tends to be enhanced by increases in perceived threat, at least for low to 

moderate levels of fear (Eagly and Chaiken 1993, p. 436). 

Marketing literature on social distinctiveness has also focused on affective 

responses (e. g.. Aaker, Brumbaugh, and Grier 2000, Deshpande and Stayman 1994, 

Grier and Deshpande 2001). The main implication of this stream of research is that 

social distinctiveness increases identity salience and, as a consequence, enhances 

attitudes towards messages targeting distinctive consumers, those who are minority 

members of an ethnic group in the immediate social context. 

Both the risk literature and the literature on social distinctiveness, therefore. 

suggest that a closer match between message content and the self should lead to 

enhanced message liking. We propose that changes in consumer context leading to an 

increase in identity salience similarly affect affective reactions towards ads addressing 

risks associated to such an identity. 

H2: Attitudes towards ads addressing personal risks are sensitive to 

changes in consumer context. An environment that increases the 
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salience of a dimension of the self associated with a personal risk will 

lead to greater liking of ads addressing this risk. 

As mentioned earlier, the assessment of the theory in an attitude setting serves 

another, more general, purpose. In experiment I we showed that manipulating identity 

salience influences the calculation of risk estimates. This is a purely inward looking 

task. It is not clear therefore whether identity salience can affect the processing of 

external information, in addition to information about the self. From a consumer 

research perspective, however, it would be important to explore the influence exerted 

by identity salience on the processing of health-related communications. 

To test hypothesis 2 we employed a procedure similar to that employed in 

experiment 1. Ads addressing a gender-specific disease (prostate cancer) and a 

gender-neutral disease (hepatitis C) were displayed together with filler ads following 

the semantic priming procedure used in experiment 1. 

Method 

Design card participants. Experiment 2 was conducted online using the same 

mixed 2 (Gender salience: gender-prime vs. control) x2 (Risk type: gender-specific 

vs. fender-neutral) design used in experiment 1. Participants were 40 male 

undergraduate and graduate students who were rewarded with a voucher from a well- 

known Internet retailer. 

Procedure and stimuli. The procedure was similar to that used in experiment 1. 

Participants were randomly assigned to condition and were provided with a link to 

one of two versions of a website. As in experiment 1. participants were told that they 
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would be completing two separate studies. The purpose of the experiment was further 

masked by introducing the priming procedure as a study of the influence of 

psychographic characteristics on behavior and making participants believe that the 

consumer characteristic they were being asked to write about (gender or education) 

had just been randomly drawn from the pool of selected psychographic traits. After 

completing the priming procedure. the second study was presented as a social 

marketing study aimed at helping nonprofit organizations improve the effectiveness of 

their advertising campaigns. Order of ad presentation was varied by asking 

participants to toss a virtual coin to choose the order in which the ads would be 

displayed. 

Five ads were displayed to participants. These were the two targets (ad for 

prostate cancer and for hepatitis C) and three fillers that addressed societal concerns 

(electricity saving, the damage of wildfires, and helping the homeless). We included 

only one target ad per level of within-subjects factor to avoid demand effects. The two 

presentation orders differed in the position of the target ads which were placed in 

second and fourth position in both sequences (position of the filler ads was unchanged 

across sequences). 

The five ads had been created for the experiment and included a sponsor (the 

association or institution paying for the ad), the advertised cause, an image, a slogan, 

and additional textual claims. Similar to the study by Maheswaran and Meyers-Levy 

(1990 ), the prostate cancer ad stressed its relevance to the student population with the 

following textual claim: "prostate cancer can also affect younger men, often resulting 

in more aggressive cancers. " The image in the prostate cancer ad was the face of a 

young man. The text of the hepatitis C ad was similar to that used by Menon et al. 
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(2002) and the image was a liver masked with a digital effect. Both target ads 

advocated testing. 

Participants were asked to rate each ad using a one-item scale from "verv bad'" 

to "very good. " In the final page of the website participants reported their age using 

the same five-point scale used in experiment I and wrote an essay to guess the 

purpose of the study. 

Table 2.2: 

CELL MEANS (AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS) FOR ATTITUDES 

(EXPERIMENTS 2 AND 3) AND MEMORY (EXPERIMENT 3) 

Attitudes Memory 

Prostate cancer Hepatitis C Prostate cancer Hepatitis C 

EXPERIMENT 2 

Gender-prime 4.05 (l . 17) 3.32 (1.29 ) 

Control 3.65 (1.46) 

EXPERIMENT 3 

Distinctive 5.01 (0.78) 

Nondistinctive 4.71 (1.20) 

3.65 (l . 14) 

?. 79(1.11) 3.25 (1.07) 2.25 (1.21) 

3.82(1.45) 2.64 (0.90 ) 2.54 (0.91) 

Note: Attitude ratings were reported using six-point scales in experiment 2 and seven- 
point scales in experiment 3. 

Results 
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One participant made a link between the two purportedly separate studies and 

was removed from the analysis, leaving 19 participants in the gender-prime and 20 in 

the control condition. The median and mode of age was -21-25" (SD = 1.05). 

A repeated-measures ANOVA was performed on the ad rating data including 

presentation order as an additional factor. Means and standard deviations are 

presented in table 2.2. Main effects were nonsignificant (ps > . 
3). The two-way 

interaction between gender salience and risk type was significant and in the predicted 

direction, F(1,35) = 7.47, p< . 
01. Attitudinal ratings for the prostate cancer ad were 

directionally higher in the gender-prime condition (Mcontroj = 3.65 vs. Mgender-prime = 

4.05, F( 1,35) = 3.18, p< . 
09), with no differences across priming conditions for the 

hepatitis C ad (p > . 
4). We also observed a significant two-way interaction between 

risk type and presentation order (F(1,35) = 4.1. p= . 
05) and a significant three-way 

interaction between risk type, gender salience, and presentation order, F(l, 35) = 4.94, 

/p < . 05. The gender salience by risk type interaction was significant for participants 

who saw the hepatitis C ad before the prostate cancer ad (F(1,13) = 7.26. p< . 
05) but 

was nonsignificant for participants who saw the prostate cancer ad first (p > . 
6). 

However, only six participants were assigned to the former presentation order in the 

control condition, which makes any interpretations of this effect unreliable. 

DiscLtSSi011 

Experiment 2 provided support for hypothesis 2. Participants were asked to 

think about either their gender or their education and then in a purportedly unrelated 

study to rate a series of ads including one warning against prostate cancer and one 

against hepatitis C. Relative to the hepatitis C ad, participants in the gender-prime 
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condition liked the prostate cancer ad more than participant,, in the control condition. 

Experiment 3 was designed to explore further the information processing 

consequences of identity salience by assessing its influence in determining memory 

for risk-related information. Moreover, experiment 3 generalizes the results of the 

previous studies to a more naturalistic setting. 

EXPERIMENT 3 

We have shown that identity salience interacts with risk specificity in 

determining cognitive (experiment 1) and affective (experiment 2) responses to 

personal risks. The starting point of the theoretical framework was the existence of 

malleability in the level of activation of different identity dimensions. This contextual 

view of identity salience implies that the effects explored in the previous experiments 

have an inherently transient nature. From a practitioner's point of view, however, it 

would be important to assess whether such salience effects have enduring 

consequences for psychological processes. In experiment 3 we therefore explore 

whether identity salience influences long-term memory for ads that vary in the risk 

specificity of the target cause. 

In addition to these practical implications, an assessment of memory is 

important also from a theoretical point of view. Previous research has shown an 

association between risk perception and attentional processes. In general, attention to 

risk-relevant information is enhanced by higher perceived vulnerability. For instance. 

In a grocery setting, the greater the perceived risk a consumer associates to a 

perishable product the greater the attention paid to its expiration date (Tsiros and 

Heilman 2005). Similarly, marketing literature on health appeals has shown that 
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attention to the message and message learning are greater when the individual feels 

more susceptible to contracting the disease (e. g.. Menon et al. 200": study 2). Within 

this stream of research the study by Maheswaran and Meyers-Levy (1990) is 

particularly informative because the authors manipulated students' similarity to the 

segment of the population at risk of coronary heart disease by depicting coronary 

heart disease as affecting either only the elderly (low involvement) or also younger 

persons (high involvement). This manipulation implicitly relies on the notion of risk 

specificity and suggests that variables that increase one's perceived vulnerability will 

affect the encoding of risk-related information and lead to greater recall of messages 

warning against the target risk. Whereas previous literature has manipulated the self- 

relevance of messages by altering message information, we propose that changes in 

identity salience should increase memory for ads concerning identity-specific risks: 

H3: Memory for ads addressing personal risks is sensitive to changes in 

consumer context. An environment that increases the salience of a 

dimension of the self associated to a personal risk will lead to greater 

memory for ads addressing this risk. 

Experiment 3 was also designed to explore the external validity of the results 

obtained in experiments I and 2. In these experiments we used a semantic priming 

procedure to manipulate gender salience. This approach was chosen to maximize 

internal validity and provide a cogent test of the hypotheses. To stress the implications 

of the theoretical framework for consumer research in experiment 3 we assess 

whether social context at the time of exposure to a social marketing message can 

affect information processing in ways similar to the semantic priming procedure used 

in experiment I and 2. In particular. in this experiment we assess whether audience 
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composition at the time of exposure to messages warning against personal risks can 

affect advertising response. We rely on the notion of numerical distinctiveness to 

manipulate social context. 

Distinctiveness theory (McGuire 1984) argues that the salience of a personal 

trait is a function of its numerical distinctiveness in the social environment. 

Accordingly, the consequence of distinctiveness is that of enhancing the distinctive 

trait's influence on one's sense of self. Literature on self-categorization has reached a 

similar conclusion (Oakes 1987). According to this perspective, a personal 

characteristic is more likely to be used for self-definition when it distinguishes us 

from others. 

Most of the empirical examinations of the distinctiveness postulate have 

interpreted distinctiveness in terms of chronic group membership and not as a feature 

of a specific situation (e. g.. McGuire and Padawer-Singer 1976). Chronic social 

distinctiveness has been frequently used by marketing researchers interested in 

consumer response to ethnic cues (e. g.. Deshpande and Stayman 1994: Forehand et al. 

200"). 

A stream of research within psychology, however, has manipulated group 

composition (usually choosing gender as target identity) in ad-hoc groups to assess 

the influence of distinctiveness on identity salience. These studies provide strong 

evidence that one's gender salience is heightened in situations of numerical 

distinctiveness (Abrams, Thomas, and Hogg 1990; Burian, Yanico, and Martinez 

1998: Cota and Dion 1986: Inzlicht and Ben-Zeev 2000,2003: Mullen 1983: Ruble 

and Higgins 1976: Wooten 1995). For example, Cota and Dion (1986) placed 

participants in three-person groups that varied in their gender composition (minority 

vs. same gender) and observed an increase in participants' gender salience in the 
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distinctive social context condition, even though participants did not know each other. 

did not expect to interact again in the future, and spent only 20 minute,, together. 

Experiment 3 builds on this body of literature by manipulating social context 

using three-person groups varying in gender composition (minority vs. same `7ender: 

e. g., Cota and Dion 1986). As in our previous experiments. we recruited male 

participants and used prostate cancer as the gender-specific risk and hepatitis C as the 

(lender-neutral one. 

Method 

Design and participailt. s. The design of experiment 3 was a mixed 2 (Social 

context: distinctive vs. nondistinctive) x2 (Risk type: gender-specific vs. gender- 

neutral), with the first factor manipulated between-subjects and the second within- 

suhjects. Participants were 44 males who took part in the study in return for a small 

reward (Mace = 30.32, SD = 3.55). They were recruited at the campus of a 

metropolitan business, school among MBA students. participants to executive 

education programs, and staff. Two did not follow the experimental procedure and 

were eliminated from the analysis, leaving 20 participants in the distinctive and 22 in 

the nondistinctive social context condition. 

Procedure. Participants were randomly assigned to condition. Participants 

assigned to the distinctive social context condition were met at a scheduled time by a 

female experimenter and a female confederate acting as another participant. The 

experimenter led participants to the room where they performed the study. 

Participants in this condition were therefore in company of two females for the whole 

duration of the study. Participants assigned to the nondistinctive condition ww ere 
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instead met two at a time by a male experimenter. Each of them therefore performed 

the study in the presence of two other male,,. 

Participants were given a booklet and instructed to turn page only when asked 

to do so by the experimenter. During the first part of the study participants saw an ad 

display. Each ad was shown for 30 seconds. The ads were the same used in 

experiment 2 and included two targets and three fillers. The ads were displayed on a 

large plasma screen placed on the wall faced by participants, alternating filler and 

target ads and starting with a filler ad (a five-second countdown separated each ad). 

For all participants the hepatitis C ad was in second position and the prostate cancer 

ad was in fourth position. A cardboard screen hid participants' responses from the 

confederate or the other participant. During the display participants were asked to rate 

the ads with the same item used in experiment 2. In addition to "liking, " we also 

included three items to assess more cognitive aspects of persuasion (scale anchors 

were "effective, "' "useful, " and "convincing"). 

Following the ad display participants completed a five-minute filler task. The 

memory measures were then administered. First, participants were asked to recall the 

causes advertised. Second, participants completed a cued recall task where, for each 

ad, thcy were provided the cause and asked to recall sponsor, image, slogan, and 

additional textual claims. They were given one minute for each ad. 

The last part of the study asked participants to report their self-risk and other- 

risk estimates for a list of diseases (as in experiment I the other-risk measure was 

described as the risk for the average person of their same age and gender) using a 

score from one to 100. The list included the two target diseases as well as seven fillers 

(e. o., skin cancer. Parkinson disease, breast cancer, and coronary heart disease). In the 

last page participants where asked to provide their age. fender. and to guess the 
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purpose of the study (no participant raised any suspicions about the purpose of the 

study). 

Re,, ults 

Attitudes'. The four items used to assess attitudes towards the ads showed good 

reliability (for the gender-specific ad a=0.88, for the gender-neutral one a=0.91) 

and were averaged to create an attitude measure. A repeated-measures ANOVA was 

performed on the rating scores. Table 2.2 presents means and standard deviations. The 

main effect of risk type was significant 4.86 vs. Mnepatts = 3.33; F( I. 40) = 

49.19, p< . 
0001) and the main effect of social context was not. F(l. 40) = 1.67. p> . 

2. 

The interaction between risk type and social context was significant, F(1,40) = 8.89, 

p< . Ol . Attitude ratings were directionally higher for the gender-specific ad in the 

distinctive social context condition (Mnondistinctive = 4.72 VS. Mdistinctke = 5.01.1(40 _ 

0.94.1> > . 
3) and they were significantly lower for the gender-neutral ad in the 

distinctive social context condition (Mnondistinsikc = 3.82 Vs. Mdititinctkc = 2.79, t(40) =- 

2.57,1) < . 
05). 

Memory. The measures collected were free recall of cause and cued recall of a 

number of ad features where the cause advertised was the recall cue. For each 

measure a binary variable was obtained depending on whether the participant had 

recalled the specific item or not. The coder was unaware of the social context 

condition participants had been assigned to. For each ad feature correctly recalled 

participants received score of one. The recall score was a sum of the total number of 

items recalled. 
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Mean,, and standard deviations are reported in table 2.2. The main effects of 

social context was nonsignificant (p > . 
5) but risk type had a significant main effect. 

F(1,40) = 8.07, p <. O I (Mp, -osta1e = 2.93 VS. Mhepatitis = 2.40). A significant risk: type by 

social context interaction qualifies the results, F(1.40) = 5.60, p< . 
05. The interaction 

was in the expected direction and provides support for hypothesis 3. Participants in 

the distinctive social context condition remembered the prostate cancer ad better than 

participants in the nondistinctive condition (Mnondistinctive = 2.64 ý'S" Mdi"tinctke = ýý. 

t(40) = 2.02, /) = . 
05). Memory for the hepatitis C ad did not differ across social 

context conditions (p > . 
35). 

Risk estiiiiate. s'. As in experiment 1, data from self- and other- risk estimates 

were standardized. Cell means and standard deviations for risk estimates are reported 

in table 2. I. For self-risk estimates the main effect of risk type was significant. F( 1, 

40) = 33 ). 79. /) < . 
000 1 (Mprostate = 0.66 vs. Mhepatitis = 0.30). No other effect was 

.. mý, nilicant (fps > . 
6). The self-risk data therefore fail to support hypothesis I. 

For other-risk estimates the main effect of social context was nonsignificant (p 

> . 
4) and that of risk type was marginally significant, F(I. 40) = 3.39, pp < . 

08 (Mprostate 

= 0.55 v,,. = 0.43). The social context by risk type interaction also approached 

si`gnit'icance. F( 1,40) = 3.54, p< . 
07. Supporting hypothesis 1, participants in the 

distinctive social context condition reported higher risk estimates for prostate cancer 

than participants in the nondistinctive social context condition (Mnondistinctixe = 0.46 VS. 

= 0.66, t(40) = 2.02, p< . 
05). No differences were observed across viewing 

conditions for hepatitis C (p > . 
6). 

Discussion 
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Experiment 3 manipulated social context via a condition of numerical 

distinctiveness to assess the role of identity salience on risk perception and consumer 

response to targeted social marketing information. The results for other-risk estimates 

provide support for the theoretical framework and replicate the results obtained in 

experiment 1. Participants in the distinctive social context condition rated risk for the 

average male to contract prostate cancer as higher than participants in the 

nondistinctive condition. 

We did not, however, find evidence of an influence of distinctiveness on self- 

risk estimates. Differences in the relationship between direct and indirect questioning 

across experimental conditions that vary in their susceptibility to socially desirable 

responding provide evidence of a social desirability bias (Fisher 1993). The Internet 

medium used in experiments I and 2 offers a relatively safe environment in which to 

disclose personal information (Moon 2000). In experiment 3, however, the possibility 

of a significant response bias is more concrete as the manipulation included direct 

social interaction with the experimenter. The results suggest that a response bias may 

have affected the measurement of self-risk for prostate cancer in the distinctive social 

context condition when male participants interacted with the female experimenter. 

However, evidence is not conclusive as self-risk estimates were not generally lower 

than other-risk estimates. 

Experiment 3 found a significant two-way interaction between risk type and 

social context for the attitude ratings. This effect is parallel to the significant two-way 

interaction between risk type and semantic prime in experiment 2. However, the 

simple effect for the prostate cancer ad was only directional in experiment 3. 

questioning the robustness of the effect. It is possible that the social context 

obfuscated the simple effects (Rosnow and Rosenthal 1989; Ross and Lever 1993). 



In particular, the attitude ratings were higher in the nondistinctive social condition, 

albeit not significantly so (p > . 
2). It may. therefore. be appropriate to consider the 

shape of the significant interaction as the critical support for hypothesis 2 as main 

effects can make simple effects across viewing conditions uninformative (Rosnow 

and Rosenthal 1989; Ross and Creyer 1993). 

Experiment 3 did provide support for differential levels of recall as predicted 

by hypothesis 3. Participants in the distinctive social context condition exhibited 

greater recall of the prostate cancer ad than participants in the nondistinctive social 

context condition with no differences across social context conditions in memory for 

the hepatitis C ad. The memory results therefore strengthen the evidence for the 

framework by showing that the processing of external information is influenced by 

social context in a similar way to perceived vulnerability. From a theoretical point of 

view these results highlight the broad implications of the influence of identity salience 

on cognitive processes. From a practical point of view these results have important 

implications for social marketers as memory is key measure of advertising 

effectiveness. 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

In a series of experiments we found evidence that contextual variables can 

affect perceived vulnerability to personal risks and the processing of marketing 

communication related to such risks. Previous research had demonstrated that changes 

in message content can make participants feel more vulnerable to certain risks. Our 

research demonstrates that changes in the salience of certain identity traits can make 
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participant,, feel more vulnerable to certain risks, both in the absence of any external 

cues (experiment I) and when reacting to the same external cue (experiments 2 and 3). 

In experiment I we manipulated identity salience using a semantic priming 

procedure, whereas in experiment 3 we manipulated numerical distinctiveness. In 

both studies we found an increase in risk estimates for prostate cancer in the high 

gender salience condition. In addition to "cold" probability estimates, we explored in 

experiments 2 and 3 how identity salience can influence attitudes towards messages 

addressing personal risks with differing levels of specificity. Significant interactions 

between consumer context and risk specificity emerged in both studies for attitudes 

towards risk-related information. Finally, we combined the analysis of cognitive and 

affective processes with an assessment of the joint role of identity salience and risk 

specificity in determining attentional processes. In experiment 3. a condition of 

gender distinctiveness led to greater memory for ads addressing a gender-specific risk. 

Self-reported measures of risk are a common dependent variable in marketing 

research, ranging across issues from product performance (e. g., Folkes 1988) to 

personal safety (e. g., Anand Keller et al. 2003). Despite the importance of this 

construct, little consideration has been devoted to understanding its theoretical 

underpinnings. We focused on risk specificity as a key factor in explaining the 

influence of individuals' self-construal on risk estimates. These experiments therefore 

extend the existing literature on personal risks by highlighting the interaction between 

properties of actual risk and consumer's social environment in influencing 

psychological risk. 

It should be pointed out that the target disease of prostate cancer chosen to 

assess the theory represented only a remote threat to our young respondents. Although 

the occurrence of this carcinoma is not impossible in young individuals. its likelihood 
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of occurrence starts to be substantial only during the middle age. This makes the 

results all the more remarkable because temporal proximity is a determinant of 

perceived risk (Chandran and Menon 2004). 

This article also contributes to our understanding of the consequences of 

numerical distinctiveness. Our research differs from the existing marketing literature 

on distinctiveness for our focus on ad-hoc groups instead of chronic category 

membership, providing evidence that distinctiveness in ad-hoc groups can have 

important marketing implications. More importantly, our findings for risk perception 

in experiment 3 extend the psychological literature on distinctiveness by showing that 

risk perception and associated attitudes and memories are influenced by numerical 

distinctiveness. 

Experiment 3 also provides a conceptual replication of previous results 

showing that the effect of distinctiveness is a function of the distinctive trait's 

relationship to the cues being processed. Inzlicht and Ben-Zeev (2000) found that the 

performance of female participants was affected by the presence of males on a 

stereotype-consistent task (a math test) but not on a stereotype-inconsistent one (a 

verhal test). Similarly, the evidence that numerical distinctiveness affected memory 

and risk estimates for prostate cancer but not for hepatitis C underlines the importance 

of applicability in driving distinctiveness effects. Mullen (1983) proposed a self- 

attention theory of distinctiveness that attributed a broader role to distinctiveness. 

According to Mullen, the primary consequence of numerical distinctiveness is that of 

inducing self-focused attention (see Wooten, 1995, for a marketing application). Our 

results. however, are not consistent with this broader view of the influence of 

distinctiveness and suggest instead that the effect of distinctiveness is limited to the 

processing of cues to which such distinctiveness is pertinent. 
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The experiments have also relevance to terror management theory (Greenberg. 

Pyszczynski, and Solomon 1986). This theory posits that existential terror deriving 

from awareness of the inevitability of death leads individuals to develop and nurture 

cultural conceptions of reality. In particular, research in this area has shown that 

reminders of one's mortality have the effect of increasing in-group identification (e. g., 

Arndt et al. 2002). In the experiments presented in this article we primed a certain 

identity dimension and found an increase in risk estimates for diseases associated to 

the primed identity. This mechanism is relevant to terror management theory because 

stressing the in-group led to higher perceived risk in a process that seems to work 

against the anxiety-buffering function of in-group identification highlighted by the 

theory. 

Attitudes and memory are commonly used measures of advertising 

effectiveness and the results for these variables, in addition to perceived risk, suggest 

important implications for advertisers of social marketing information. We 

highlighted a previously unexplored determinant of the effectiveness of public service 

ads. The results show that consumer contexts that at the time of message exposure 

rake the salience of a trait related to the occurrence of a risk will increase the 

effectiveness of health-related campaigns. For example, the results suggest that 

precise audience targeting in media planning for gender-specific health campaigns 

may not always lead to the best results and that a mixed audience could instead 

enhance the effectiveness of the message in raising perceived vulnerability. The 

implications of this research may well apply in the broader case of gendered activities 

and products. Our framework also applies to risks related to any other trait connected 

to a personal risk, as long as the trait can be readily detected in our social environment, 

such as age or smoking. 
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ESSAY 3: 

POLYSEMY IN ADVERTISING 

and then the Gillette ad came on the telly and I heard the man singing The 

best a man can get, and I laughed to myself and thought, I've got it now. 

thanks. I told Catherine about the slogan and how I had once made it my 

maxim. She said that she had never interpreted the phrase in the same way as 

me. To her it was not the best a man can get" as in get for himself, grab, 

acquire, have; it was the best a man can be, the best he can grow, the best a 

man can become. 

John O'Farrell. The Best ci Man Can Get, (2000). pp. 299-300 

The topic of this article is polysemy in advertising: the occurrence of multiple 

meanings for the same advertising message across the members of an audience. In 

recent years advertising practitioners have emphasized the ephemeral nature of 

advertising interpretation (e. g., Hackley 1999; Malefyt 2003). For example, 

Benetton's creative director Oliviero Toscani emphatically stated that "our advertising 

iý a Rorschach test of what you bring to the image" (cited in O'Sullivan. 2003. p. 2). 

Similarly, Calvin Klein suggested that "people read things into my commercials that 

didn't even exist" (cited in Schroeder, 2000, p. 41). Advertising metaphors have 

dramatically increased in complexity and frequency over the past 40 years (Phillips 

and McQuarrie 2002) and nowadays ads habitually include complex rhetorical 

devices and, in general, are "open" to different interpretations (e. g.. Hirschman and 

IO 



Thompson 1997: McQuarrie and Mick 1999; Scott 1994; Stern 1996). As a 

consequence, market research firm Millward Brown has recently designed a service 

named Perceptual Focus Interviews''" that promises "a fuller understanding of the 

potentially idiosyncratic ways in which individuals process and interpret your 

advertising" (Millward Brown 2002, p. 3). The benefit for companies of this 

assessment of subjective advertising meanings is "a clear steer for creative evaluation 

of which elements need to be strengthened to aid communication, understanding. or 

image-building" (Millward Brown 2000, p. 2). The trend towards ambiguous ads has 

also broader implications for advertising strategy. Although generally denied by the 

companies who practice it, evidence suggests that firms sometimes use ambiguous 

copy to target different segments of consumers with the same advertising message by 

exploiting inter-segment variability in interpretation (e. g.. Borgerson et al. 2005; Tsai 

2004: cf. Ficke 1986). 

The contrast between these managerial practices and traditional marketing 

thought is stark. Marketing research has conventionally focused on the internal 

content of advertisements, conceptualizing ad comprehension as "the grasping or 

extracting of pre-specifiable meanings from the message" (Mick 1992. p. 41 1). In this 

paradigm, the researcher decides what the ad "means. " Everything else is often 

labeled as "miscomprehension" (e. g., Jacoby and Hoyer 1982). The reasons for the 

predominance of this approach to advertising meaning among marketing scholars are 

various but mainly stem from relying upon information processing models and 

metaphors (e. g., McCracken 1987; Scott 1994, Schroeder 2002). Some scholars argue 

that consumers' "advertising literacy" has grown, producing active. creative 

consumers, eager to decode. deconstruct meanings they see in ads (e. g.. Friestad and 

Wright 1994: Mick and Buhl 1992: Scott 1994). Despite these theoretical 
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developments, no framework has been developed that includes antecedent,, and 

consequences of the occurrence of multiple meanings in advertising interpretation. 

The goal of this article is to draw an inventory of the factors that enable or inhibit the 

natural occurrence of advertising polysemy. 

Toward the goal of conceptual integration, we attempt to "translate" terms 

from divergent fields and scholarly traditions to provide conceptual connections 

between similar - yet somewhat isolated - research streams. We endorse a 

multidisciplinary perspective: as all disciplines encounter "meaning" useful 

contributions to the topic of advertising polysemy can be found in several different 

sources, including psychology, literary studies, and semiotics, as well as marketing. 

Our aim is three-fold. First, to foster our theoretical understanding of how 

advertising works by uniting in one framework scattered findings and themes related 

to advertising meaning. Second, we offer practitioners a tool to organize their intuitive 

understanding of the phenomenon and recommendations for the management of inter- 

segment variability in interpretation. Third, we intend to show how in the area of 

advertising polyserny consistent patterns across disciplines can be identified and 

applied to marketing scholarship. The theoretical perspectives discussed in this paper 

are generally considered to reflect opposed conceptualizations of social science 

discovery processes and, as a consequence, are often pitted against one another to 

exemplify different epistemological stances - for example, interpretive research and 

the cognitive paradigm in psychology, or structuralist semiotics and postmodern 

literary criticism. We contend that this categorization has not served the marketing 

community well. hiding the fact that these disciplinary approaches have more in 

common than typically recognized. 
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ADVERTISING MEANING 

We define advertising meaning as a subjective decoding of an advertisement. 

Such subjective decoding is the outcome of an interpretation process that, in turn. is 

shaped by the individual's socio-cultural milieu (Martin, Strack. and Stapel 2001. 

McCracken 1986). As literary theorist Robert Scholen remind us, "Learning to read ... 

is not just a matter of acquiring information from texts, it is a matter of learning to 

read and write the texts of our lives" (Scholes 1989, p. 19). Recent research in 

marketing and advertising seconds this notion, showing how ads can become a part of 

consumers' lifestyles (e. g., Hirschman and Thompson 1997; Ritson and Elliott 1999). 

According to this theoretical perspective, advertising audiences actively create 

meaning - meaning that does not necessarily need to reflect either the meanings 

created by other audiences for the same message or the meanings originally intended 

by the ad sponsor. 

We define advertising polysemy as the existence of at least two distinct 

interpretations for the same advertising message across audiences, or across time and 

situations. The most obvious type of polysemy in advertisements occurs across two 

audiences at a certain point in time - the synchronic aspect of advertising polysemy. 

A typical example might find one group offended by an ad, another attracted to its 

imagery, or perhaps more common, ads that mean one thing to one group, and 

something quite different to another (e. g.. Grier and Brumbaugh 1999). A diachronic 

dimension, however, can also characterize multiplicity of meanings during advertising 

reception. when advertising polysemy occurs in the same individual across situations 

- such as upon first viewing an ad. or viewing an ad on repeated occasions (e. g.. 

Kirmani 1997). 
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In the last two decades a number of researchers have attempted to resolve the 

fracture between the "real world" and the prevailing academic stance on advertising 

polysemy highlighted at the beginning of this article. Many who participated in this 

paradigmatic shift stressed the subjectivity of each individual's experience in 

meaning-based models of advertising (e. g., McCracken 1987. Mick and Buhl 1992). 

Another research stream focused on the shift of power from the text to the audience: 

the audience becomes "active" and the use of advertising "social" (e. g.. Hirschman 

and Thompson 1997; O'Donohoe 1994; Ritson and Elliot 1999: Scott 1994: Stern 

1989). Other researchers underlined the influence of cultural and ethnic differences on 

advertising interpretation and the occurrence of "unintended" meanings across an 

audience, invoking such concepts as target and nontarget markets, ethnic self- 

awareness, and consumer ontology (e. g., Borgerson and Schroeder 2002. Brumbaugh 

2002; Grier and Brumbaugh 1999; Keck and Mueller 1994). Despite innumerable 

references to advertising's multiple meanings, and calls for research on the 

mechanisms behind such meaning constellations, no contributions have reviewed the 

theoretical foundations of advertising polysemy and unified them in one framework. 

THE PRESENT REVIEW 

Recent integrative contributions of advertising research within marketing have 

provided valuable insights into consumer response to advertising by taking a 

psychological perspective and focusing on variables such as persuasion (e. g., Meyers- 

Levy and Malaviya 1999). behavioral and intermediate responses (e. g.. Vakratsas and 

Ambler 1999). or attention (e. g., Grunert 1996: Pieters and Wedel 2004). We 

broadened the theoretical scope of the literature review to include other disciplines 
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within the social sciences and focusing on semiotics. psychology. linguistics. as well 

as on interpretive and postmodern theories of production and consumption of cultural 

objects. Sociological and anthropological writings were also examined. The choice of 

these fields of inquiry was motivated by the relevance of each discipline to the topic 

of advertising polysemy and by the existence of traditions within marketing of 

drawing from these disciplines to gain insight into advertising consumption. 

To derive an inventory of the antecedents of advertising polysemy we 

generated a number of recurrent themes within the multidisciplinary literature 

considered. Given the breadth of research on the topic of multiple meanings, in our 

review we relied on the interpretive notions of emergent design (Lincoln and Guba 

1985) and hermeneutic circle (Schwandt 2000). For interpretive researchers, theory 

building follows an inductive approach that revolves around "an interactive process of 

coding, categorizing, and abstracting data" (Schouten 1991, p. 454) and resulting in a 

, cquence of part-to-whole iterations (Thompson, Locander, and Pollio 1989). 

Accordingly, we performed an iterative reading of the literature which led to the 

cmergence of a number of "global themes" (Hirschman 1990) shared across the 

various fields of inquiry. The framework presented is the result of this iterative 

reading of the multidisciplinary literature. The empirical and theoretical contributions 

from which the framework was drawn were assembled following inter-text citations 

and using electronic search engines such as the ISI Citation Index, PsycINFO, and 

ABI/INFORM. While the review is necessarily not exhaustive, effort was devoted to 

maximize the breadth of the material examined in order to guarantee the 

representativeness of the publications on which the framework is based. 

Consistently with previous theoretical integrations of advertising literature 

(e. g.. N,, Ic\, ers-Lev, \y and Malaviya 1999). we first shortly examine the prevailing 
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approaches to polysemy within each field of inquiry and then present the results of the 

iterative reading process described above. Reflecting our focus on the managerial 

relevance of the notion of advertising polysemy for each theme in the emergent 

design we discuss implications. 

THE POLYSEMY OF POLYSEMY 

Psychology 

Psychology offers a rich tradition of exploration of meaning and polysemy. 

Here we review standpoints on polysemy from different areas of psychological 

inquiry. 

Cognitive and social cognitive psychology conceptualizes interpretation as a 

function of accessibility (e. g., Anderson et al. 2004; Higgins 1996; Martin et al. 

2001 ). Multiple interpretations of the same object are possible because the 

accessibility of knowledge structures is never set - either across or within individuals 

- but changes in response to contextual variables and to the psychological 

mechanisms governing memory decay (Wyer and Srull 1989). Priming experiments 

often use stimuli amenable to two contrasting interpretations and assess how exposure 

to a prime drives participants towards one of these interpretations (e. g., Higgins. 

Rholes, and Jones 1977). In these studies the occurrence of polysemy allows inferring 

the effect of experimental manipulations on cognitive activity. As a consequence. 

variability in meanings within the experimental sample must be tightly defined and 

monitored. In other words, the meaning of a cultural object in priming experiments 

must be assumed to conform to the researcher's own definition of the object. 



In a choice setting, behavioral decision theorists. who are heavily influenced 

by the rational actor view of the individual fostered by economic theory. define 

ambiguity as the result of a lack of dominance (for a representative publication see Ha 

and Hoch, 1989). The use of normative benchmarkin` derived from value maximizing 

assumptions implies that in decision theory two objects or choice options are 

ambiguous if they cannot be univocally ranked. Other areas of research within 

psychology have taken a more reader-centric perspective. 

Theories of social cognition assume the use of complex mental representations 

such as Schemas or situation models during text comprehension (e. g.. Wyer and 

Radvansky 1999). Such situation models are developed via experience or observation 

and as a consequence can reflect idiosyncratic experiences and highly subjective 

knowledge. A subjective view of message comprehension argues that individual. 

personal, meanings are more important determinants of overall text evaluation than 

measures of objective message learning (Mick 1992). For example, research has 

, shown that which goals are activated during reading influences the inferences that will 

be drawn from text (e. g.. Albrecht, O'Brian. Mason, and Myers 1995). Similarly. 

educational psychologists have stressed how individuals construct idiosyncratic 

meanings during the process of reading (e. g.. Bogdan and Straw 1990). These 

idiosyncratic meanings are important because their consequence is that ``a text mean 

different things to different readers regardless of what the author intended'' (Schraw 

2000, p. 96). According to these perspectives, a text is ambiguous if its hermeneutic 

depth is great enough to support different interpretations. It should be noted however 

that this position is not shared by all research within the information processing 

paradigm. For example, research on inference making and information omission 

within consumer research (e. g.. Broniarczyk and Alba 1994. Peracchio and Mev, er-- 
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Levy 1994) has taken a stance similar to that of decision theorists. For these authors 

polysemy is the consequence of a lack of information. Differently from decision 

theorists, however. researchers in this area stress how a lack of information can lead 

to unexpected interpretations and subjective implications, underlining the 

indeterminacy of advertising meaning (e. g., Chebat, Charlebois, and Gelinas-Chebat 

2001). 

Semiotics 

Semiotics provides a framework for understanding both the encoding and 

decoding of meaning within advertisements as well as the overall process of meaning 

making that characterizes advertising reception (see Mick, Burroughs. Hetzel and 

Brannen 2004. for a review). Much of semiotic research on advertising has been 

devoted to unveiling dominant cultural codes using a deconstructive approach (Mick 

et al. 2004-, e., (,., Barthes 1977: Williamson 1978). In these analyses, researchers 

dccon, truct the layers of meaning within an ad to present readers with a picture of its 

architecture of signs. Similarly to the stance on polysemy taken by most 

psychological inquiries, under this paradigm researchers therefore tend to infer a link 

between the semiotic method and consumer response and to "assume a 

correspondence between what they 'see' in a text and people 'out-there' see" 

(Tomaselli 1996, p. 32). 

Semiotics needs not be relegated to decoding or deconstructing meaning. 

however, for semiotics also describes the process of constructing meaning, for 

instance by exploring the processes used by consumers to interpret signs (Eco 1979). 
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Nor does semiotics need be constrained by "structural' perspective,, that downpla\ 

consumer meaning negotiation (cf.. Schroeder 2002). 

In sum, semiotics cannot be reduced to structural, post-structural, or 

postmodern assumptions. Despite this confusing polysemy. it is safe to say that for 

semioticians the role of advertising is to imbue consumption activities with meaning: 

"by swathing the product in advertising language, mankind gives it meaning and 

thereby transforms its simple use into an experience of the mind" (Barthes 1994. p. 

178). In this way, consumers actively create meaning, in a process of "negotiation. " 

As an art historian suggests, "to talk about an image is not to decode it, and having 

once broken its code, to have done with it 
... 

To talk about an image is 
... an attempt 

to relate oneself to it and to the sight it represents" (Leppert 1997, pp. 7-8). 

Advertising meaning, then, may change with culture, context. and consumer 

experience. 

Linguistics 

Linguists and psycholinguists distinguish between polysemy and homonymy. 

Polysemy is the presence of multiple senses in a word where such senses reflect a 

"core" meaning, via metaphor (e. g.. the eve of a person and the eve of a needle) or 

metonymy (e. g., a morning paper and the paper it is made of). Homonymy requires 

no such core meaning to exist and refers to the coincidence of unrelated words with 

the same name (e. g., an investment bank and a river bank). Most of the work in the 

area of linguistics has been devoted to the study of how these two types of ambiguous 

words differ in memory storage and activation patterns (e. g.. Klein and Murphy 2001. 

Klepousniotou 2002). Linguists typically use single words as experimental stimuli. 
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making the implicit assumption that single words can be ambiguous but that words in 

context cannot (gee, e. g., Kishner and Gibbs 1996; cf.. Nerlich and Clarke 2001 ). 

Literary, Cultural, and Media Studies 

Under this heading we include research that investigates the mechanisms of 

production and consumption of cultural objects as well as the role of mass media in 

today's society and that can be broadly characterized as endorsing post-structuralist 

and postmodern positions (Brown and Turley 1997). 

These schools of thought share the important assumption of the idiosyncrasy 

of meaning, stressing the subjective nature of interpretation and defying the notion of 

"right" reading (e. g., Scott 1994; Stern 1996). For these writers meaning is always 

and only polysemic and as a consequence there are no other texts than polysernic 

texts. Within this line of thought two perspectives that have been particularly 

influential are reader-response theory and cultural studies. 

Reader-response theory focuses on how audiences bring their own 

perspectives to whatever they "read" or process (Radway 1984). For reader-response 

theorists no reading of a text is privileged - that is, valued as more accurate or 

insightful - over another. Thus, what the producer intends constitutes only one factor 

in the reading experience, not the final word on how an advertising text can or should 

be read (Schroeder 2002; Scott 1994). Reader-response theories document a shift of 

power from text to viewer and therefore offer insights into advertising polysemy. 

However, they are often characterized by a lack of consideration of the social 

responses involved in the text-viewer interaction (Elliott and Ritson 1997). or of 

cultural and historical influences on meaning (e. g. Brown. Stevens. and Maclaren 
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1999). Sociologically informed efforts. such as cultural studies. attempt to provide 

such a contextualization by focusing on the cultural dimensions of experience. 

Cultural studies emerged as a response to literary studies that overlooked 

popular culture and working class experience (Turner 2003). Today. cultural studies 

encompass a wide range of techniques united by a set of theories and research 

practices about cultural processes, particularly popular culture, including advertising 

(Hall 1997). Cultural studies emphasize the contradictory manners in which text,, can 

be decoded by differing audiences and provide an integrative framework for 

investigating contemporary cultural processes and representational practices (du Gay 

1997; Hall 1997). Issues of power and ideology are at the heart of cultural studies' 

discussion of advertising, a discourse best represented by notions of hegemony, 

resistance, and subversion. 

In the following pages we present a framework for understanding and 

investigating advertising polysemy. Despite the great difference in conceptual 

paradigms, methodology, and research agendas, several recurrent themes emerged 

during an iterative reading of the multidisciplinary literatures reviewed here. In the 

coming sections we draw an inventory of the antecedents of advertising polysemy 

based on these themes (Hirschman 1990). For each theme we present 

multidisciplinary evidence and discuss implications. 

THEME # 1: CULTURE 

According to anthropological and sociological research. culture has the dual 

role of shaping both our "interpretive lenses" and the world we perceive (e. g.. 

Griswold 1987: McCracken 1987). For literary and cultural theorist,, the process itself 
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of representing an object by way of language or images shapes its meaning (e. g.. Hall 

1997; Stern 1998). This notion of representation stresses the cultural determinants of 

the process of making sense of advertising. 

The social constructionism that underlies these approaches provides the key 

for understanding representational practices and the occurrence of advertising 

polysemy. Accordingly, advertising acts as a representational system that produces 

meaning outside the realm of the advertised product. 

This perspective is reiterated by semiotics. Through what has been called the 

logic of appropriation, " advertising turns culture into consumer signifiers by drawing 

on symbolic referent systems (Goldman and Papson 1996, see also Hirschman and 

Thompson's, 1997, notion of "recombinant culture"). First, advertising imagery 

appropriates and transforms existing referent systems from literature, art, science, or 

other cultural discourses (Schroeder 2002). In addition, advertising creates its own 

referent systems. Although this is a debated theme (Leis, Kline, and Jhally 1997), 

scmioticians have stressed that advertising helps shape "common sense" notions by 

providing informative guidelines for behavior (e. g., Goldman and Papson 1996; cf. 

McCracken 1986, Richins 1991). Further, ads are intertextual or self-referential. They 

often refer to other ads, brand names, and advertising itself, in a process of taking 

meanings from one context and placing them into advertisements where they become 

part of a different meaning system (Williamson 1978). In sum: 

P1: Ads draw on culture to generate advertising meaning. 

In addition, culture shapes the interpretive frames that consumers use to 

perceive cultural products such as advertisements (McCraken 1987). This process is 

well illustrated in psychology. Compelling evidence has been gathered supporting the 

117 



conclusion that psychological processes of key importance for advertising 

interpretation such as self-identity and motivation are shaped by cultural factors (e. g.. 

Miller 2001). For example, Hong, Morris, Chi-yue, and Benet-Martinez (2000) 

document the phenomenon of frame switching. Chinese-English bilinguals were 

primed with symbols pertaining to either one culture or the other and were then asked 

to interpret an image portraying a school of fish, where the first one was separated 

from the others by some distance. Respondents primed with American icons were 

more likely to select an internal cause ("the first fish is leading the group"). whereas 

those primed with Chinese icons were more likely to choose an external cause ("the 

first fish is chased by the group"). Therefore: 

P2: Their cultural background determines how consumers make sense of 

advertising. 

Implications 

Considering advertisements as social objects implies attention to the role of 

both culture and individual cognition in the meaning making process (Griswold 1987). 

If reality is socially constructed and meaning is always culture-bound, however, what 

is the managerial usefulness of such an all-inclusive explanatory factor? The answer is 

that there is a middle ground between a conception of culture as explaining everything 

- and hence nothing - and mere reliance on descriptive, or even stereotypical, 

distinctions based on psychographics and geo-political boundaries. 

Successful advertising decisions can be made by paying specific attention to 

the processes by which advertisements transform culture into consumer signifiers. 

Understanding how the meaning of an ad or communication strategy feeds off culture 
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- both high and popular - could provide guidelines into the management of 

heterogeneity in interpretation across audiences belonging to different cultures as well 

as, from a more general point of view, into efficient marketplace translation of brand 

positioning statements. This suggests that the implications of these processes do not 

need to be limited to a successful ad execution, for they can also address broader 

strategic issues. For example, spelling out the cultural referents of a brand or ad 

campaign and comparing them to those of competitors' could provide managers with 

cues into differentiation and positioning. Moreover, advertising - internal and external 

- is an important source of strategic information for employees (Gilly and 

Wolfinbanger 1998). Consider HSBC"s slogan "The world's local bank. " In a series of 

ads the bank highlighted how for people from different cultures different objects can 

signify the same thing or the same object can signify different things. This well- 

formulated advertising strategy played on the polysemy generated by the tension 

between local and global to effectively represent the organizational culture to 

customers and employees alike. 

From a methodological point of view the role of culture as an antecedent of 

advertising polysemy has important implications for marketing researchers because 

the generation of idiosyncratic meanings can influence attitudes and memory (e. g.. 

Mick 1992). When cross-cultural analyses ignore the cultural determinants of 

polysemy, the risk of a systematic bias is made more acute by the fact that in studying 

the consequences of cultural differences random assignment of participants to 

conditions is not possible. This suggests the appropriateness of complementing 

currently used measures of advertising effectiveness such as memory or liking with an 

assessment of meaning and interpretation. Such an assessment could be carried out 

using established techniques such as continuous word association (Kleine and Kernan 
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1988; Szalay and Deese 1978). Differential responses to the same cop\ across 

segments of consumers could also be measured by testing memory for specific ad 

elements. For example, in a recognition test distractors could be selected to represent 

alternative interpretations of these ad elements. An analysis of false alarms could shed 

light into the marketplace effects of the occurrence of advertising polysemy across 

segments of consumers. 

THEME # 2: SOCIAL AND MEDIA CONTEXT 

Context plays a key role in opening and closing an ad's range of possible 

interpretations, what linguists and semioticians call its heteroglossic range (Bakhtin 

198 1; Eco 1976). Advertising does not exist in a vacuum - contextual variables, such 

a,, cultural norms and mass media influence advertising reception. These macro 

variables have been demonstrated by contextual priming experiments (e. g.. Hong et al. 

2000: Kleine and Kernan 1991: Yi 1990) and subculture studies (e. g.. Brumbaugh 

2002: Kates 2002). Accordingly, 

P3: Social and media contexts can either provide cues for the disambiguation 

of a polysemic message or can turn an apparently "closed" text into a 

polysernic one. 

Consider first social context. The social milieu has the power to both expose 

the consumer to an alternative reading (Kates 2002) and to prime a consumer with the 

interpretive spectacles needed for the alternative reading to occur (Ritson and Elliot 

1999). 
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Reader-response theorists acknowledge that interpreting a text relies on shared 

conventions or interpretive frames (e. g., Scott 1994). An interpretive community 

consists of a group of individuals that share the same "interpretative strategies: '' the 

ways these individuals approach and digest a text (Fish 1980). Similar considerations 

are expressed in a cornerstone of psychology, the classic 1950s "They saw a game' 

study by social psychologists Hastorf and Cantril about a hard fought match between 

Dartmouth and Princeton's college football teams. They found that students from the 

two colleges held widely divergent interpretations about which team started the rough 

play that sent several players to the sidelines (Hastorf and Cantril 1954, cf., Pavelchak, 

Anti], and Munch 1989). As a consequence, 

P4: Groups of readers will share certain reading strategies in ad decoding, 

leading to the emergence of a discrete number of viable interpretations. 

Despite the popularity enjoyed by the notion of interpretive community, a 

problem that emerges with defining differences in interpretations according to this 

concept is that interpretive communities are not exclusive classes: people may belong 

to several interpretive communities at the same time (Fiske 1990; Scott 1994). 

Psychological theories in the areas of self-categorization and social identity 

substantiate this point of view by demonstrating the situational determinants of 

identity salience and conceptualizing social categorization as a dynamic process 

(Deaux 1996. McGuire 1984: Oakes 1987). 

In addition to the social milieu, a critically important antecedent of advertising 

interpretation is media context, the programming or editorial content surrounding an 

advertising message. Media context can close or open an ad's heteroglossic range by 

providing, disambiguation or ambiguation for its meaning. The importance of such 
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effects is demonstrated by the depth and breadth of advertising research dedicated to 

the influence of media context on advertising response (e. g., Pavelchak et a]. 1989: 

Siddarth and Chattopadhyhay 1998: Tavassoli, Shultz, and Fitzimons 1995: Yi 1990). 

For example, in 1997 Volkswagen aired the "Drivers wanted" TV ad portraying two 

young men who could be interpreted as a gay couple. This reading was made more 

likely by the fact that Volkswagen aired the ad for the first time during the episode of 

the TV series "Ellen" in which the protagonist publicly declared her homosexuality 

(Human Right Campaign Foundation 2004). 

Implications 

Social relations and the media play an important role in shaping the range of 

viable interpretations for the same advertising message. Particularly important. 

because both pervasive and under-investigated, is the role of social context (Levine, 

Resnick and Higgins 1993). This sugests that the predominant focus on the text- L- 

viewer interaction displayed by both advertising researchers and practitioners (Mick 

1992) needs be redirected towards a greater consideration of social variables if 

marketers are to understand the expressions and strategic implications of advertising 

polysemy. 

We point to advertising meaning's broader domain that our approach to 

polysemy affords - one that attempts to encompass reader-response, semiotics. and 

information processing. Advertising encourages "audience participation within a 

small set of approved responses" (Penaloza 1999, p. 348, emphasis in original). These 

rarely include broader political, social, and historical contexts that might interfere 

with preferred image decoding. In other words. advertising conventions encourage use 
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of a narrow set of positive expectations to decipher imagery. Contrary to museum 

going, for instance, looking at ads seems to require checking ones cultural know 1edýýe 

at the door, so that ads become spectacles of visual consumption (Schroeder 2002). 

The perspectives reviewed above argue, however, that the interpretive context of 

advertising remains critically important for understanding meaning making. 

The implication for media planning is that the same ad could be interpreted 

very differently if placed in media that vary in the reading strategies likely to be used 

by consumers. From a strategic standpoint these considerations are important. On the 

one hand, alternative, idiosyncratic, readings spurred by social context are often 

resistive - even deeply subversive - and hence represent a danger for marketers who 

risk losing control over the textual signification of their own messages (Scott 1994). 

On the other hand, such a constellation of meanings across social groupings can 

afford opportunities for targeting different audiences with the same polysemic 

message (Ceccarelli 1998; Fiske 1986). To illustrate this notion consider the 

advertising campaign for Absolut vodka. Many of these ambiguous and aesthetically 

pleasing ads could appeal to different segments of consumers for different reasons. 

For example, the iconic ad designed by Keith Haring, a pop-art exponent and 

homosexual who died of AIDS in 1990, could signify Absolut's association with 

avant-garde - and hence sophistication - in one audience and Absolut's support of 

gay rights - and hence social engagement - in another. 

Although this was a stated campaign objective, in the case of the Absolut 

Keith Haring ad the dual targeting described above was not carried out following 

formal testing of the copy (Ambler 2005). However, the development of formal 

procedures during the creative process is an important step towards efficient 

management of between-groups variability in interpretation. 
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The consequence of this line of reasoning is that polysemy represents an 

important consumer segmentation variable, one generally overlooked in academic 

and managerial investigations of segmentation (e. g.. Kotler 2000: Novak and 

MacEvoy 1990: Simonson 2005). For example, Bock and Uncles (2002) carried out 

a taxonomic study of market segments. In their reassessment of consumer 

heterogeneity they present five types of differences between consumers: product 

benefit preferences, consumer interaction effects, choice barriers, bargainin` power. 

and profitability. We argue that polysemy constitutes an important addition to this 

list. 

In general, the research reviewed in this section supports the contention that, 

whether originally planned or not, the polysemic potential of many slogans is an 

important element in trying to explain their wide appeal across groups of consumers 

(Fiske 1986). For example, Gillette's "The Best a Man Can Get" speaks to the man 

who is looking for a razor as well as to his wife. Similarly, Nike's "Just Do It" 

speaks to the middle-aged who tries to fight inertia as well as to the 20 years old 

who is considering running a marathon. This links the present discussion of context 

to the issue of power over textual signification, the object of the next theme. 

THEME # 3: POWER 

Culture enables the existence of meaning in an ad. Context provides cues to 

help an ad's understanding. Now the act of interpretation can take place. On one side 

there is the reader. On the other side there is the author - advertising copywriters. 

marketing managers -, appearing here in the form of the ad itself. When approaching, 

the issue of how a reader relates to the message and to the author who produced it we 
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have often found mention in the multidisciplinary literature examined to a 

confrontational dialectic, for example to the existence of a "power struggle" between 

reader and writer. This theme therefore refers (1) to whether readers decode the 

message as the author had hoped or they instead construe meanings inconsistent with 

those originally intended; and (2) to the origin of this dissociation between source and 

recipient. 

The power struggle for control over the meaning of ads is the keystone of 

interpretive disciplines such reader-response theory. cultural studies. and post- 

structuralist semiotics (Elliot and Ritson 1997; Scott 1994). In particular, research 

identifies three types of polysemy according to the agent who activates the polysemic 

reading (Ceccarelli 1998). Resistive reading occurs when a subordinate audience 

develops an understanding of the text that differs from what the author had intended. 

Resistive readings are potentially subversive because the audience affirms its power 

over the text (e. g., Kates 2002). Strategic ambiguity is instead planned by the author 

and results in groups of readers converging in praise of a text. In this case, the power 

over textual signification remains with the author, "who insert both meanings into the 

text and who benefits economically from the polysemic interpretation" (Ceccarelli 

1998, p. 404). Finally, hermeneutic depth is initiated by the critic who "enlightens" 

others who may not have fully appreciated the text's density of meaning. 

Psychological models of subjective text comprehension also underscore the 

role of the reader's baggage of experiences and current goals in generating meanings 

that are incongruous with those originally intended by the authors (e. g., Mick 1992: 

Schraw 2000). These models therefore resonate well with the audience-centered 

perspectives within literary, cultural, and communication studies. 
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Similarly, in pragmatics, a field within linguistic,, devoted to how language is 

used in conversations, Nerlich and Clarke (2001) stress the issue of power by 

introducing the notion of "semantic trap. " A semantic trap is associated to a speaker's 

breaking of conversational principles and refers to the "uncooperative exploitation of 

the unintentional conversational effect on the side of the hearer" (Nerlich and Clarke 

2001, p. 17). In sum, 

P5: A key characteristic of the process of reading an ad is the degree to which 

the author or the reader is "powerful" or, in other words, whether consumers 

read the ad as they are supposed to or create meanings that were not planned 

by the author. 

Implications 

The power struggle between reader and writer for control over the text could 

be seen as the most distinctively "social" among the variables that determine the 

heteroglossic range of an ad, because in this case the existence itself of opportunities 

for idiosyncratic readings resides in the dynamics of the reader-writer relationship. 

This points to gaps between managerial conceptions of how advertising works and 

consumer response. 

In our discussion of context we mentioned that the advertising canon promotes 

and presumes the use of a narrow set of positive expectations in advertising 

interpretation. The issue of power as an antecedent of advertising polysemy suggests 

that this managerial conception may be misleading. Advertising research indicates 

that subversive. idiosyncratic interpretations are often the results of boredom (e. g., 

Kirmani 1997) or, more worryingly, of the frustration felt by consumers when facing 
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ads that display insensitivity to the cultural code of the subculture they belong to (e. g.. 

Kates and Shaw-Garlock 1999). 

The manifestations of polysemy suggested here are not inherent to advertising 

as such, but are instead the product of managers' misplaced beliefs about the balance 

of power over the textual signification of their ads. Ads do not need to be repetitive, 

condescending, or patronizing. It is important to stress that this discussion is not 

relevant only for advertising of detergents or other fast moving consumer goods. For 

example, a common strategy for airline advertising is to glamorize air travel by 

emphasizing service, food, and comfort. However, "the truth is most air travelers find 

the experience boring, the service as plastic as the food, and no conventional seat 

really comfortable on a long flight. Consequently, advertising hyperbole and marginal 

differences in product are treated with scorn" (D'Souza 1989, p. 20). 

For researchers, moreover, highlighting the dynamics of the power struggle 

between the author of the persuasive message and the consumer has implications for 

literature on persuasion knowledge (Friestad and Wright 1994). The keystone of 

persuasion knowledge theory is that during message reception awareness of a 

persuasion attempt causes a "change of meaning" to occur. The model describes the 

coping strategies used by consumers during a persuasion attempt and therefore 

portray,, consumers as active constructors of meaning, coherently with the 

perspectives reviewed above. The framework proposed in this article places the 

change of meaning principle within the broader theoretical context of advertising 

polysemy. 

THEME # 4: EVALUATION VERSUS INTERPRETATION 
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In this and the following theme we move towards a micro-perspective, one 

that more than in the earlier themes concerns the nature of consumer information 

processing. Across disciplines we found multiple references to the importance of the 

distinction between evaluation and interpretation. 

In a key contribution to the discussion on polysemy within literary. cultural. 

and media studies, Condit (1989) argues that polysemy occurs only when two 

audiences have different interpretations of the events described in a text. When two 

audiences have the same interpretation of a text but diverging opinion,, about it we 

have "polyvalence" (cf., Ceccarelli 1998; Cloud 1992). 

The distinction between interpretation and the affective notion of liking occurs 

times and again within psychology. Here we mention few examples. Osgood, Suci 

and Tannenbaum (1957) introduced the semantic differential as a measure of meaning. 

They identify three dimensions of meaning: evaluation (good vs. bad). potency 

(strong vs. weak), and activity (active vs. passive). The semantic differential has 

proven itself a popular tool for assessing meaning but has been accused of fostering a 

theoretical confusion between "attitude" and "meaning" (e. g., Szalay and Bryson 

1974). Research on attitudes has also reflected similar concerns. For example, one 

influential model of attitude structure - the expectancy-value model (cf.. Eagly and 

Chaiken 1993) - conceptualizes an attitude as a multiplicative function of beliefs 

about an object (i. e. the subjective probability that the object possesses a certain 

attribute) and the purely evaluative aspect of these beliefs. Finally. this distinction has 

not eluded advertising researchers. For example, in his investigation of the effect of 

media context on advertising response Yi (1990) distinguishes between the influence 

of "cognitive context, " the increased accessibility of a primed attribute, and "affective 

context, - the affective valence of the programming surrounding the ad. 
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The body of research reviewed here indicates that interpreting an ad is 

inherently different from liking or disliking it. Advertising researchers have largel\ 

focused on the latter process, exploring for example attitude formation and change. 

The present article tries instead to articulate a theory of advertising meaning and 

therefore focuses on the former process: 

P6: Interpretation and liking are distinct processes. Advertising polysem` 

occurs when people generate different basic understandings of the same 

message, not merely different attitudes. 

Implications 

Some texts have the power to generate polarized evaluations that rest on the 

same basic understanding of its meaning. Other texts have instead the characteristic of 

being subjected to radically different interpretations. They are "open to interpretation" 

(Eco 1976). This distinction is important in trying to understand advertising polysemy, 

because it suggests that the prevalence of advertising polysemy in the marketplace 

should not be judged by the existence of different opinions about the liking of an ad 

but rather by the observation of two or more different analyses of an ad's meaning 

across the members of an audience. As already highlighted in the discussion of culture. 

the implication for advertising testing is that managers should be prepared for a joint 

assessment of attitudes and text comprehension that includes personal. subjective 

meanings. A comparison of the two could provide important insight into the 

polysemic qualities of the message and its potential market performance across 

multiple segments. 
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Looking at the relationship between polyseme and polyvalence. it should be 

pointed out that polysemy is inherently more difficult to understand and control than 

polyvalence because of the indeterminacy of meaning (Eco 1976). Emotional 

responses of liking and disliking are instead moving within a binary meaning system. 

Accordingly, polyvalence should be renamed ambivalence (Cloud 1992). Such a 

difference between evaluation and interpretation has important implications for 

research methodologies. Specifically, we contend that this is a key reason for 

marketing researchers' focus on attitudinal responses and parallel apparent lack of 

interest in more personal, intimate, and potentially idiosyncratic. responses to 

advertising (Mick 1992). 

THEME # 5: TWO-STAGE PROCESS OF MEANING CREATION 

One characteristic of the meaning making process that repeatedly emerged in 

our multidisciplinary exploration of the polysemic qualities of advertising is the two- 

stage nature of meaning making. Semiotics refers to these stages as denotation and 

connotation. Psychology calls them instead lexical and psychological meaning. In 

consumer research these stages have been variously defined as attribute and 

performance dimensions of meaning (Kleine and Kernan 1991), comprehension and 

interpretation (Mick and Polity 1989) or, more generally, as 

"recognition/identification" " and "interpretation". This distinction between layers of 

meaning is particularly relevant to a discussion of advertising meaning (Mick et al. 

2004). 

Structuralist semiotics identifies two levels of meaning, thus distinguishing 

between denotational meaning (a sign's definitional meaning, for example what the 
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dictionary should provide) and connotational meaning (a sign's cultural, ideological 

and personal implications; Eco 1976). For example, at the denotational level the logo 

of information technology giant Apple is made of a signifier - the iconic design-- and 

a signified -a bitten apple. At the connotational level an additional layer of meaning 

is attached to the denotative sign and from a simple bitten apple the logo's meaning is 

transformed into the biblical apple of knowledge. 

Denotations represent a utopian, radically objective, level of signification. 

Clearly, no polysemy is possible at this stage. Connotations represent instead the 

sign's ideologically charged meaning. According to this notion, every text is 

"symbolic. " Each person masters a number of signs and "the image. in its connotation, 

is thus constituted by an architecture of signs drawn from a variable depth of 

lexicons" (Barthes 1977, p. 47). Within this mass of lexicons and social dialects 

polysemy occurs. 

From a general point of view, much psychological research endorses, not 

surprisingly considering psychology's epistemological tradition, the structuralist 

notions of denotation and connotation (Richins 1994). Psychologists have often 

distinguished between lexical meaning and psychological meaning (Szalay and 

Bryson 1974; cf., Friedmann and Zimmer 1988). Lexical meaning refers to the 

conventional relationship between a word and its referent. Psychological meaning 

refers instead to a person's subjective perception and affective reaction to a stimulus 

(Szalay and Deese 1978). The notion of psychological meaning opens the possibility 

of polysernic readings (Kleine and Kernan 1991). 

Structuralist semiotics and psychology argue that polysemy occurs in most 

cases at the second, ideologically charged, stage of the meaning making process. In 

other words. 
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P7: Chances of observing disagreement on the meaning of a cultural object. 

such as an ad, grow as interpretations increasingly rely on connotative 

meanings. 

Implications 

Advertising cues vary in their potential for generating ideological and 

symbolic connotations and therefore in the likelihood of leading to polysemic 

responses in the marketplace. These considerations have consequences for advertisers 

when trying to define the architecture of signs within an ad. What are the 

ideologically charged signs within the copy that rely most on connotative meanings'? 

Keeping this question in mind would be important for managers who want to include 

an understanding of polysemy among their marketing tools. The implication for 

advertising testing is that it may be useful to assess (1) the stability across consumer 

segments of the meaning of those specific ad cues that have been identified as most 

heavily relying on connotative meaning, and (2) the prevailing interpretive codes used 

within consumer segments of specific interest - as well as overall heterogeneity in 

interpretations (e. g.. Pechman et al. 2003). 

There is an important caveat to this discussion. Despite this 

conceptualization's attractiveness, the distinction between denotation and connotation 

poses a conceptual problem. Denotation is not an objective quality of an object. At 

some point in our lives we have been told that an apple is an apple. Despite our 

attempts to create perfectly objective denotations. we are therefore deemed to fail: 

reality still remains socially constructed (e. g.. Mick and Politi 1989). Postmodern 

theory warns against the dangerous simplification of the process of meaning making 
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that the assumption of hierarchical orders of signification can conduct to. When we 

attempt to interpret an image, denotation (what is represented) is often prominent. 

leaving connotation (how this is represented) confined to the background. As a 

consequence, it is easy to fall into the trap of reading connotative values as denotative 

facts (Ficke 1990). 

DISCUSSION 

Following an iterative analysis of a multidisciplinary literature we proposed a 

framework for explaining the occurrence of polysemy in advertising founded upon 

five themes: culture, social and media context, power, evaluation versus interpretation, 

and two-stage process of meaning creation. Both the process of generation of the 

cultural object and the act of reading take place in a culturally constituted world - 

culture provides the ultimate source of advertising polysemy. The way culture exerts 

its influence on advertising polysemy is determined by context, both social and media. 

Exposure to the cultural codes of a certain interpretive community via social relations, 

for example, can spur alternative readings. At this stage the issue of how the reader 

relates to the text and to the author who produced it becomes prominent. The third 

recurrent theme that we identified is therefore the ongoing power struggle between the 

reader and the text. Finally, the last two identified themes have an inherently 

intrapsychic flavor: the distinction between interpretation and evaluation and the two- 

stage process of meaning creation. The first refers to the difference between 

heterogeneity in evaluations that rest on the same basic understanding of the ad and 

truly polysemic readings: whereas the second refers to the locus of ideologically 

charged meaning within the semiotic structure of an ad. Based on this framework we 
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generated a number of propositions to describe the factors that define the occurrence 

of advertising polysemy. Managerial implications are summarized in Table 3.1. 

Table 3.1: 

SUMMARY OF MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS 

Area Managerial implication Reference to 
theme 
12345 

Segmentation As groups of consumers share the same """ 
interpretive strategies they are also likely to 
construe similar advertising interpretations. 
Such between-groups variability in subjective 
meanings can be used as a basis for 
segmentation 

Targeting Via strategic ambiguity it is possible to target """" 
multiple segments with the same ambiguous 
message 

Copy writing Advertisers should not presume the use of a" 
narrow set of positive expectations in 

advertising interpretation. Subversive 

manifestations of polysemy are often the 
product of managers' misplaced beliefs about 
the balance of power over the textual 
signification of their ads 

Attention should be paid to the processes by " 
which advertising turns culture into consumer 
signifiers as this can shed light into 

marketplace potential of a copy 

The implications of these processes do not " 

need to be limited to a successful ad 
execution, for they can also address broader 

strategic issues 

The implementation of procedures for "" 

monitoring a copy's potential for polysemy is 

an important step towards efficient 
management of between-groups variability in 

interpretation 
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Ad testing Testing of subjective meanings should """" 
complement currently used measures of 
advertising effectiveness. This could be 
carried out using word association or memory 
measures 

This assessment of meaning and " 
interpretation is especially important for 
cross-cultural research 

Polysemic potential of a copy should not be " 
simply inferred from heterogeneity in 
evaluations 

Media planning Different media placements can lead to " 
different interpretations due to the 
ambiguation or disambiguation effect of 
media context 

Different media placements can lead to " 
different interpretations due to the effect of 
social context in defining the likely 
interpretive strategies used by consumers 

We attempted to integrate diverse research traditions within advertising 

research, including social cognition, advertising interpretation, and media 

consumption. We do not mean to downplay crucial epistemological assumptions that 

underlie these different approaches, rather to draw together a vast stream of literature 

to illuminate a central issue within marketing: how different consumers create 

polysemy. From our perspective, these camps - often at odds or ignorant of each 

other's research - complement and extend each others. 

As one step in potential reconciliations, we have provided conceptual 

translations between interpretative and information processing approaches to help 

bridge these disciplinary gaps and to highlight a number of recurrent themes observed 

across such diverse disciplines: 
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An academic discipline is a culture, with shared norms. practices. terminolo` %. 
and implicit understanding. As a consequence. communicating across 
disciplines requires learning aspects of the other's culture and 
language 

... Without such conscious attention to issues of translation and 
efforts at mutual understanding, researchers from different disciplines 
frequently "talk past" each other. ... missing much of the richness and 
complexity of theory and interpretation that are available from the other's 
perspective (Brewer 2005, p. 218). 

Conclusions 

The multidisciplinary perspective on polysemy proposed in this article implies 

a consumer-centric view of marketing activities where consumers are conceived as 

powerful actors and where positive advertising response is the consequence of a 

managerial sensitivity to consumers' wants, desires, and habits. In so doing, this 

perspective represents an emanation of the marketing concept that could serve a 

useful purpose within firms that strive to place marketing orientation at the core of 

their organizational cultures. 

More specifically, polysemy provides a fruitful perspective for marketing and 

advertising research, one that relies on interdisciplinary insight and that offers 

researchers a grounded method for understanding and contextualizin`g images. In 

connecting advertising to the subjective context of reading. consuming. and 

interacting, we gain a more thorough. yet never complete, understanding of how 

advertising works. Semiotic and interpretive approaches to polysemy place 

advertising within a multidisciplinary matrix, underscoring its complexity and its 

cultural connections; whereas psychological perspectives provide a vocabulary for 

framing semiotic and cultural issues of polysemy within an experimental paradigm, 

well suited for marketing and consumer research. 
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