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This paper explored a clear point of divergence between visual fluency and visual rhetoric research regarding the appeal of visual

advertisements.  The present study analyzed likeability and memorability for two visually fluent and two visual rhetorical

advertisements along divergent sources of appeal: visual and cognitive simplicity/complexity.  Responses about memorability for the

visually fluent ads were based on pleasurable responses to the rich visual elements in the ad. Memorability for the rhetorical ads was

based on pleasurable responses to visual simplicity and/or uniqueness, and most prominently on consumers’ deep cognitive processing

of the visual rhetorical device.
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Two thought conditions were manipulated in the same manner as employed in studies by Dijksterhuis and his colleagues
(Dijksterhuis, 2004; Dijksterhuis et. al 2006). Specifically, in the conscious thought condition, participants were allotted 3 minutes to
“think about the list” they had just seen. Alternatively; in the unconscious condition, participants were given 3 minutes to solve a series
of anagrams that were unrelated to the listed items. After 3 minutes passed, all participants were provided a blank sheet of paper and asked
to write down as many of the items from the list as they could remember. In addition, they were instructed to place the items into groups
by drawing circles around similar items. Participants were allowed to take as much or as little time as they needed to perform the tasks.

Supporting our hypothesis, participants in the unconscious versus conscious condition formed larger, more inclusive groups.
Specifically, those in the unconscious condition created significantly fewer groups (p<0.01), and on average they assigned more items
to each group (p=0.01). An analysis of variance that included the total number of items recalled as a covariate confirmed that the difference
in both the number and size of the groups was not attributable to participants’ greater recall of the items in the conscious versus unconscious
condition (significance levels remained at p=/<.01). Further, no treatment differences emerged in the number of items that participants
accurately recalled, ruling out the possibility that these differences accounted for the outcomes. Finally, neither the number of groups
participants formed nor the number of items they assigned to each group differed as a function of the number of anagrams that participants
solved in the unconscious condition.

Overall, this study provides some important empirical insight into the “black box” of unconscious thought. Whereas work by Payne
et. al (2008) indicates that certain boundary conditions can limit the advantage of unconscious thought when rendering complex decisions,
the present research offers clues about why this might be so. Specifically, we found that compared to individuals who engage in conscious
thought, those who process information unconsciously construe data at a more abstract (versus concrete) manner. This implies that any
advantage offered by unconscious processing should be limited to contexts in which decisions are likely to benefit from abstract as opposed
to concrete cognition-an observation that nicely aligns with Payne et al’s (2008) findings. Our hope is that by gaining a better understanding
of how unconscious thought operates, we can not only better illuminate other boundary conditions that limit the advantage of unconscious
thought, but also better anticipate the precise kinds of decision and judgment tasks for which conscious or unconscious processing is best
suited.
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Two relatively new streams of research on consumer response to visual advertising, visual fluency and visual rhetoric, suggest that
consumers rate visual advertising that is more pleasing to process as more appealing, presumably leading to some advantage in terms of
persuasive impact. Both these streams of research adhere to the ideas of Scott’s (1994a; 1994b) reader response theory. Reader response
theory sought to conceptually link the psychology of the consumer with the attributes of the ad text. Thus, the intention of the author and
the response of the reader were connected by shared cultural knowledge, and highly agile, culturally aware, and sophisticated critical
readers derived as much (or more) meaning from contextual cues as from the form of the text itself. Thus, aesthetic judgments revolving
around the processing of visual information occur primarily through the mental experiences of the person perceiving the visual
information.

Visual fluency is defined as the ease or difficulty in which image information can be processed (Winkielman, Schwarz, Reber and
Fazendeiro, 2003). Research on visual fluency, derived from research on affect as information (Schwarz and Clore, 2006), suggests that
ads which are visually rich yet easy to process cognitively are more appealing to consumers. In contrast, research on visual rhetoric
(McQuarrie and Mick, 2003b) in advertising shows that consumers both like and remember ads with rhetorical communication devices
such as metaphors and puns to a greater extent. Visual ads containing rhetorical communication devices tend to be simpler visually, e.g.
they may contain more white space (Pracejus, Olsen and O’Guinn, 2006) or they may contain two distinct elements juxtaposed together
(Phillips and McQuarrie, 2004), yet slightly more complex cognitively. Therefore the point of divergence between these two streams of
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research seems to lie along the dimensions of visual and cognitive simplicity/complexity. This paper explores this divergence more closely
in order to discover some insights into the differing nature of the appeal of visual advertising to consumers.

Approximately 150 participants at a university in the Pacific Northwest examined two pairs of ads which differed from each other
in terms of visual and cognitive simplicity/complexity. We attempted as much as possible to control for brand name familiarity, using four
fairly popular brands (Guess Jeans, Subaru, Visine, and Columbia Sportswear) that were deemed highly familiar to college students. In
each ad pair, one ad was a rich visual ad which contained no rhetorical device while the other ad was visually simple but contained a purely
visual rhetorical trope (McQuarrie and Mick, 1999). The non-rhetorical Subaru ad contained vivid colors of blue sky and green country
side, while the non-rhetorical Guess Jeans ad contained two highly attractive models, one female and one male. The rhetorical Visine ad
contained a very simple visual pun relating to the popular slogan “Visine gets the red out”, while the rhetorical Columbia Sportswear
Techlite sandals ad contained a visual metaphor linking the sandals to butterflies, for example implying “lightness”. After viewing each
pair of ads, participants chose which one they liked the most and then expounded on which ad they thought was more memorable and why.
After taking a series of filler tests not related to this study, participants were asked to recall as many brand names as possible or if not the
name then something about the ad.

Overall 51% of the participants liked the visually rich non-rhetorical ads better while 55% thought the visually simpler rhetorical ad
was more memorable. Approximately 6% of the participants thought the ad in the opposite likeability category was more memorable. An
overwhelming percentage (81%) of the people changing their answer thought that the rhetorical ad was more memorable despite claiming
to like the non-rhetorical ad more. Double blind examination of response patterns suggested that the primary reason for this shift involved
either a pleasant or unpleasant reaction to spontaneously trying to interpret the meaning behind the ad. Chi-square analysis showed that
unaided recall did not differ significantly across rhetorical vs. non-rhetorical ads.

Response patterns for memorability differed markedly between the two types of advertisements. Collapsing the responses for both
non-rhetorical ads together, the reasons for memorability were fairly uniform. About 70% of the subjects listed “rich, appealing visual
ad features” as the reason they believed the ad to be more memorable. For the Subaru ad most responses focused on the vivid colors. For
the Guess Jeans ad most responses focused on the sexy models. In contrast, collapsing responses across both the rhetorical ads revealed
several prominent response categories. The most popular reason participants gave (61%) for rating the rhetorical ads as more memorable
was the presence of and/or the interpretation of the meaning behind the rhetorical device. The other popular response patterns included
the uniqueness (22%) and simplicity (15%) of the ad.

The patterns of the responses in these findings point to promising avenues for research into individual differences with respect to
factors affecting the appeal of processing of visual ads. Specifically, research that suggests inherent tendencies to process information
affectively vs. cognitively such as need for cognition (Cacioppo, Petty and Kao, 1984), affect as information (Gohm and Clore, 2002;
Schwarz and Clore, 2006) and general information processing individual differences (Giese and Sojka, 1998; Sojka and Giese, 1997) may
provide useful insight into psychological mechanisms that influence differential consumer response to visual advertising along the
dimensions of visual and cognitive simplicity/complexity.
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