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ABSTRACT
Conceptual coherence of print advertisements and memory 

distortion of coherent-incoherent ads, considering brand familiarity 
is examined. The theoretical background are network models of 
the mind and theories of concepts. Results showed the significance 
of the coherence of ads in their resistance to memory distortion, 
examined in the backward framing paradigm. 

InTRoduCTIon
Construction of Print Advertisement in the Context of Concep-
tual Coherence and memory distortion

It is important for marketers that their advertisements be well 
remembered and resistant to memory distortion. Consumers receive 
information about different products form different sources, for 
example from internet, the press, TV, or comparative advertisements 
created by competitors. One of the most important determinants of 
the effectiveness of an advertisement is its construction – in such a 
way that the structure of the ad is not sensitive to memory distortion. 
The goal of our research is to show that persuasive messages, such 
as print advertisements, are resistant to memory distortion only if 
they are conceptually coherent. 

ConCEPTuAl CoHEREnCE of PRInT 
AdvERTISEmEnT

Effects of information congruency versus incongruency in 
advertisements have been investigated in several empirical studies 
but the results are inconclusive. Discrepant results of the research on 
the memory and evaluation of ads in the context of (in)congruency 
seems to stem from different approaches to this problem. 

 Incongruency resulted in better evaluation and memory of an 
ad or product when (in)congruency between different marketing 
objects was investigated (e.g. ad-brand, product-celebrity, ad-
magazine). Dahlén et al. (2005) found that ad-brand incongruency 
produced more sophisticated associations. However, it is worth 
noting that similar associations result in better memory of objects. 
Ad-brand incongruency had positive effects on credibility of ads, 
and product-celebrity mild incongruency had positive effects on 
product evaluation, but the memory has not been investigated in this 
context (Dahlen and Lange 2004; Lee and Thorson 2008). Dahlén 
et al. (2008) showed that ads placed in thematically incongruent 
media were better-remembered. It is worth noting that ads were 
incoherent with their external context and could draw consumers’ 
attention (but incongruency within the ad has not been investigated). 
For example, an ad of automobile in a furniture magazine is incon-
gruent and as a discrepant element it draws attention.

However, research in which (in)congruency within the ad-
vertisement or other marketing objects was investigated shows 
that congruent objects are better-remembered and evaluated (e.g. 
a dentist presenting a toothpaste). Incongruent objects are clas-
sified to the other category and it is hard to remember them. For 
example, Nedungadi and Hutchinson (1985) found that products 
classified into categories where they did not fit ‘naturally’ had more 
in common with contrasting categories and were far less typical, 
resulting in poor associations with the category concept and poor 
recall. According to Sujan and Bettman (1989) strong discrepancy 
of the focal attribute of the brand from the overall category schema, 
as compared to moderate discrepancy, resulted in higher recall of 

discrepant features. The brand in the strongly discrepant condition 
was perceived as a distinct subtype. On the other hand, interproduct 
similarity was correlated positively with the number of common 
usages shared by the particular pair of products and negatively with 
the number of distinctive usages associated with the two products. 
Thus, the probability of recall of a category instance from memory 
was associated strongly with its typicality (Ratneshwar and Shocker 
1991). Heckler and Childers (1992) found that unexpected and rel-
evant information in the advertisement was remembered better than 
unexpected and irrelevant. One can say that relevant information 
is associated with the content of advertisement and is perceived as 
an integral part of an ad. 

Findings presented above show that incongruency results in a 
better evaluation and memory of an advertisement when (in)congru-
ency between different marketing objects is investigated (e.g. ad-
brand, ad-magazine). However, congruent ads are better-remembered 
and evaluated when (in)congruency within the advertisement is 
examined. Congruent elements constituting an advertisement are 
associated with each other and easily recalled. We investigate the 
(in)congruency between different elements within the advertisement.

THEoRETICAl BACKGRound
One may refer at this point to network models of the mind 

in which encoded information is stored in memory as a network 
structure, consisting of nodes representing concepts and links 
representing associations among concepts. The stronger associa-
tions among nodes, the easier connected pieces of information are 
retrieved (Anderson 1983; McClelland 1995). These findings are 
also confirmed by psychological theories of conceptual coherence 
(Murphy and Medin 1985) and theories of concepts (Smith 1995). 
One of the crucial theories explaining what makes a category seem 
coherent is Murphy and Medin’s (1985) theory of conceptual co-
herence: Similarity of category members, correlated attributes, and 
knowledge about the word (‘private theories’), as well as needs, goals 
are determinants of conceptual coherence. According to Murphy 
and Medin (1985) ‘conceptual coherence derives from having a 
theory’: representations of concepts are thought to be embedded 
in knowledge that embodies theories about the world. In further 
studies the importance of theories for conceptual coherence has 
been elaborated by Medin (1989), and Margoli (1999). Both au-
thors provide additional evidence that the notion of similarity is too 
unconstrained to give an account of conceptual coherence, and that 
concepts are organized around theories. In this theoretical context 
the following issues are considered, and important for the present 
article: what makes a concept efficient, useful, and informative, and 
what makes a set of objects form a single category. In the marketing 
domain the conceptual coherence has been developing around the 
brand image. Lau and Phau (2007) carried out the research which 
showed that the mediating role of brand image fit between brand 
personality fit and dilution of brand affect is explained by using 
conceptual coherence theory. 

Therefore, a coherence of print advertisement can be defined by 
the amount of similar associations provided by particular elements of 
an advertisement. These associations and their strength result from 
the knowledge about the advertisement. This means that the greater 
amount of similar associations between particular elements of the 
advertisement, the more coherent it is. According to this approach 
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one may expect that the elements of an incoherent advertisement 
are remembered better when they are unusual and/or untypical but 
they can be remembered in isolation from other elements of the 
ad. On the other hand, memory is an active constructive process. 
Research conducted in the backward framing paradigm showed that 
information acquired after an experience can transform the memory 
of that experience. Postexperience information is most likely to 
distort memories when it is very similar to the actual experienced 
information (Braun et al. 1997, 2005). Thus, we can expect that 
coherent elements, strongly associated with each other, are more 
resistant to memory distortion than incoherent. 

In Study 1 we propose the operationalization of the conceptual 
coherence of print advertisement. We also show the significance of 
brand familiarity in perceiving the coherence of ads. In Study 2 we 
demonstrate the importance of an advertisement coherence for its 
resistance to memory distortion, considering the moderating role 
of the brand familiarity.

oPERATIonAlIZATIon of ConCEPTuAl 
CoHEREnCE of AdvERTISEmEnT

According to network models of memory, the encoded infor-
mation is stored in memory as a network structure, consisting of 
nodes representing concepts and links representing associations 
among concepts. The frequency with which a node is activated, as 
well as the duration with which activation spreads in the network, 
are also measures of connection strength (Anderson 1983; Mc-
Clelland 1995). These assumptions about the network nature of 
the mind allow to operationalize the conceptual coherence of print 
advertisement. Shank’s (1991) research showed that the extent to 
which a feature is associated with a category depends not only on 
the number of pairings of the feature with the category but also on 
the relative predictiveness of the feature for the category, which in 
turn illustrates the operation of a selectional process that determines 
the way in which the feature and the category are associated. This 
approach to the processes of categorization is a theoretical basis 
for operationalization of conceptual coherence of print advertise-
ment. The strength of associations between particular elements 
of an advertisement is a measure of the ad’s coherence. Kleine 
and Kernan’s (1988) method of measuring ‘consumption objects 
meaning’ (affinity index) has been applied to analysis of conceptual 
coherence of print advertisement. In our research the effects of the 
coherence and memory distortion of advertisements are moderated 
by brand familiarity. 

BRAnd fAmIlIARITY And PERCEPTIon of Ad 
CoHEREnCE

Familiar brands are more easily detected in advertising clutter. 
Moreover, familiar brands are less affected by competing claims from 
other brands (Kent and Allen 1994; Pechmann and Stewart 1990) 
and have a more persuasive power of sources of claims (Snyder 
1989). At the same time, consumers have well-established brand 
schemas for familiar brands, which leads them to expect a certain 
kind of communication from the brand (Campbell and Keller 2003; 
Dahlén and Lange 2004). Familiar brands have a well developed 
brand schema that may withstand incongruent information, whereas 
unfamiliar brand schemas are more sensitive to incongruency. Fa-
miliar brands are cognitively available and activate a wide area of an 
associative network. Thus, conceptual coherence of advertisements 
is moderated by brand familiarity. One can refer to the theory of 
conceptual coherence here (Murphy and Medin 1985): Knowledge 
of familiar brands, like knowledge, theories about the world, joins 
together elements of an advertisement in a consumer’s mind. 

H1:  Advertisements for familiar brands are 
perceived as more coherent than ads for 
unfamiliar brands: Advertisements for famil-
iar brands elicit more similar associations 
between particular elements than ads for 
unfamiliar brands. 

The conceptual coherence of ads determines a way of storing 
information about an advertisement in memory. Coherent ads, as 
compared to incoherent, should be better remembered and more 
resistant to memory distortion. 

Ad CoHEREnCE And mEmoRY dISToRTIon
One of the important determinants of the effectiveness of an 

advertisement is a good memory for its elements. The advertisement 
is one of many sources of product information received by consum-
ers. Coherent ads are better remembered: Particular elements of an 
advertisement are associated in a network in memory. Recalling 
one of its elements facilitates recalling other elements. On the other 
hand, memory can be distorted because of its constructive nature. 
That is why it is important for information in an advertisement to 
be resistant to memory distortion. 

One of the most intriguing forms of memory distortion: when 
the memory of a previous experience with a product is altered by 
the actual information about the product, has been examined by 
Kathryn Braun-LaTour and colleagues (Braun and Zaltman 1997; 
Braun-LaTour and LaTour 2005) in the field of consumer behavior 
in the backward framing paradigm. An advertising misinformation 
effect was obtained for color memory of a previously seen candy bar 
wrapper (Braun and Loftus 1998). In other research, Braun found 
that a bad orange juice experience could be remembered as being 
better in retrospect if advertising were received after-the-fact. The 
advertising acted as a ’backward frame‘, altering how consumers 
remembered their sensory experience with the juice. In recall, 
consumers incorporated the language of the advertising to express 
their own experiences (Braun 1999). Moreover, advertising had an 
effect on how consumers remembered their past experiences. An 
autobiographical ad for Disney altered how consumers remembered 
their own childhood experiences – identifying Bugs Bunny as having 
been part of their original experience (Braun-LaTour et al. 2004). 

In the same way any memory of a previously seen advertise-
ment can be distorted by postexperience information. In this situ-
ation, it is not the memory of a previous experience with a product 
altered by actual experience with an ad but rather the memory of a 
previously experienced advertisement altered by the other sources 
of information. Thus, information presented after an experience 
alters how consumers remember their experience. The more similar 
the suggested post-experience activity is to what people actually 
experienced, the more likely source confusion may occur and result 
in memory distortion (McClelland 1995; Roediger and McDermott 
1995). However, if pieces of information are strongly associated 
in memory networks, then they are more resistant to distortions. 
Therefore, one can expect that conceptually coherent advertisements 
are more resistant to memory distortion than incoherent ads. We 
examined to what extent brand claims in coherent ads are resistant 
to distortions in memory. 

H 2:  Brand claims in coherent advertisements are 
more resistant to memory distortion than 
brand claims in incoherent ads. 

The effect of memory distortion of advertisements is moder-
ated by brand familiarity as the research presented above has shown 
(Campbell and Keller 2003; Dahlén and Lange 2004). 
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H 3: Advertisements for familiar brands are more resistant to 
memory distortion than ads for unfamiliar 
brands. The effect is moderated by the coher-
ence of ads: A stronger resistance to memory 
distortion is expected for coherent than 
incoherent ads.

STudY 1: ConCEPTuAl CoHEREnCE of 
AdvERTISEmEnT

Participants, material, and Procedure
Fifty undergraduates, aged 19-27 (M = 23.41) participated 

in each of four experiments (N=200). In each of experimental 
groups gender differences have been controlled (Males = 50%, 
Females = 50%). 

Stimuli. Four series of print advertisements were used: 
(1) Ads for familiar brands of not expensive cosmetics: Eris, Ziaja, 
Dax, Dermika, Oxy; (2) Ads for unfamiliar brands of cosmetics: 
Carvella, Skin Wisdom, Eterna, Almey, Witch (these brands were 
unfamiliar in the country participants came from); (3) Ads for 
familiar brands of automobiles: Honda Accord, Volkswagen Golf 
Plus, Mercedes Class A, BMW 3 Series, Audi A6 Avant; (4) Ads for 
unfamiliar brands of automobiles: Yugo Tourer, Proton Plus, Avanti 
Alsa, Maruti Nerii, Hino Vant. The same ads were used for familiar 
and unfamiliar brands, only brand names have been changed in 
ads of cosmetics and brand names and product illustrations in ads 
of automobiles. Familiarity of all brands was checked in pretests: 
familiar brands were well known to all of 20 participants of the 
pretest, and unfamiliar brands were unknown to all of them. Each 
ad consisted of the following elements: the photograph, product 
illustration, brand claims, brand name, headline (Keller 1987). 
Advertisements for two different products (automobiles and inex-
pensive cosmetics) were used to be sure that the analyzed effects 
are replicable.

Procedure. Participants were asked to generate as many 
response words (associations) as they could in one minute, for 
each of five elements of the advertisement (the photograph, product 
illustration, brand claims, brand name, headline). This way, instruc-
tions referred to participants’ ’private theories‘ of the advertisement, 
and associations essential for the advertisement were activated. The 
participants were asked to list their associations in the order that 
first came to mind. Each participant viewed one advertisement. 
Additionally, particular elements of the ad were presented on an 
instruction sheet. Finally, control questions were asked regarding 
participants’ knowledge of advertising and the given brand. 

RESulTS
Affinity Index as a measure of Conceptual Coherence of the 
Print Advertisement

The strength of associations between particular elements of an 
advertisement was measured with the affinity index. The method of 
continued associations (Szalay and Deese 1978) provides a founda-
tion from which to build such a measure. Affinities were derived from 
continued-association tasks. The affinity index value for each pair 
of elements in each ad was a measure of the conceptual coherence 
of the advertisement. Kleine and Kernan’s (1988) methodology of 
measuring ‘consumption objects meaning’ has been applied to the 
analysis of the conceptual coherence of print advertisement. Affinity 
refers to the degree to which people see relations of any sort between 
any two stimuli and is operationalized as the amount of overlap 
between two response lists (the number of associations two objects 
have in common). Associations were generated to pictorial as well 
as verbal elements of the advertisement: all these elements constitute 
the advertisement and are perceived as a whole. Response words 
(associations) generated by participants were classified to particular 
semantic categories. For example, associations ’solid workmanship‘ 
and ’durable workmanship‘ for the brand name of Mercedes could 
be classified into the same category. These associations which first 
come to mind are the most readily available in memory and the 
most important for a subject (Tversky 1977). Since a participant’s 
first responses are assumed to be more dominant (i.e., salient), each 
response is assigned a dominance score that is a measure of its 
relative salience. These scores were assigned according to Szalay 
and Deese’s (1978) method: 6 to the first response produced by a 
participant, 5 to the second response, 4 to the third response, 3 to the 
fourth through seventh responses, 2 to the eighth and ninth responses, 
and 1 to each subsequent response. Dominance scores for common 
responses were summed up across subjects, for each element of the 
advertisement. This way, five lists of associations were prepared; 
one list for one element of the advertisement: for the photograph, 
product illustration, brand name, headline and brand claims. The 
sums of dominance scores for each element of the advertisement 
(diagonal values) were used for calculating the affinity index. 
Calculation of the inter-object affinity index involves summing up 
the dominance scores across the overlapping elements and across 
stimuli. This total is then divided by the sum of the total dominance 
scores of the objects being compared. The resulting index value is 
the proportion of the combined total dominance scores accounted 
for by the affinial relations. The index values could vary between 
0 and 1 and increases in value as inter-object affinity increases. An 
example of affinity index between elements of the Honda Accord 
advertisement is presented in figure 1.

Photograph 237*
Product illustration .495 a) 238*
Brand name .349 .361 227*
Headline .411 .337 .237 186*
Brand claims .208 .266 .243 .268 176*

Photograph Product illustration Brand name Headline Brand claims
* diagonal values; a) affinity index values

fIGuRE 1. AffInITY IndEx BETWEEn ElEmEnTS of THE HondA ACCoRd AdvERTISEmEnT
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The sum of the similarities for each of ten pairs of ad’s elements 
was an index of the conceptual coherence of the advertisement. For 
example, an index of coherence for the Honda advertisement was:
.495 + .349 + .411 + .208 + .361 + .337 + .266 + .237 + .243 + 
.268 = 3.175

The higher value of the index the more coherent the adver-
tisement is. 

Four pairs of the most coherent versus the less coherent ads 
were selected for further analyses. For automobiles of familiar 
brands the most coherent was Honda Accord advertisement and the 
less coherent Mercedes Class A advertisement. Their equivalents 
for automobiles of unfamiliar brands were used: Yugo Tourer and 
Avanti Alsa, respectively. For cosmetics of familiar brands the 
most coherent was Oxy advertisement and the less coherent Dax  
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advertisement. Their equivalents for cosmetics of unfamiliar brands 
were Witch and Eterna ads, respectively (figure 2). 

The differences between the most coherent (Oxy/Witch and 
Honda/Yugo) and the less coherent (Dax/Eterna and Mercedes/
Avanti) advertisements were tested in a one-way ANOVA. Affinity 
index values for ten pairs of ad’s elements (see: figure 1) were used 
in the analysis of variance. The difference between the most coherent 
and the less coherent ads, of automobiles and cosmetics altogether, 
was significant: F(1, 78) = 23.69; p = .00001 (for automobiles: F(1, 
36) = 9.70; p = .0036; for cosmetics: F(1, 36) = 16.53; p = .00025).

The differences in coherence of ads for cosmetics and au-
tomobiles were tested and  turned out to be not significant: F(1, 
38) =.22; p = .65. Thus, in further analyses ads for cosmetics and 
automobiles were analyzed in total.  
Brand familiarity and the Coherence of Advertisement 

In order to verify hypothesis 1, repeated measurements 
(familiar-unfamiliar brand) in the analysis of variance were used. 
Ten indices of similarity for each ad (see: figure 1) were analyzed 
in ANOVA. Four ads were analyzed: the most and the less coher-
ent for familiar and unfamiliar brand. According to hypothesis 1, 
advertisements for familiar brands were perceived as more coherent 
than ads for unfamiliar brands (figure 3). 

Coherent Ads
 Incoherent AdsFamiliar Unfamiliar
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fIGuRE 3. CoHEREnCE of AdS foR fAmIlIAR 
And unfAmIlIAR BRAndS

The results showed that the effect of brand familiarity was 
statistically significant: F(1, 39) = 6.43; p = .01. Ads for familiar 
brands (M = .226) were perceived as more coherent than ads for 
unfamiliar brands (M = .163). 

Although layouts of pairs of ads for familiar and unfamiliar 
brands were very similar, there were salient differences in the 
perceived coherence of ads. 

An advertisement for familiar brand activates a schema – a 
representation of the brand. An associative network for a familiar 
brand is well developed and readily accessible in memory. Referring 
to the theory of conceptual coherence (Murphy and Medin 1985) 
one can say that knowledge of the brand like ‘theory’ joins together 
elements of the advertisement in the consumer’s mind.

STudY 2: THE ConCEPTuAl CoHEREnCE of 
AdvERTISEmEnT And mEmoRY dISToRTIon

In Study 2 the significance of the conceptual coherence of 
advertisement in memory distortion was examined. Advertisement’s 
coherence and brand familiarity were taken into consideration as 
independent variables. Research was designed in the backward 
framing paradigm (Braun et al. 1997, 2005). After viewing a 
coherent versus incoherent print advertisement, participants were 
presented with a fragment of magazine article about the product they 
previously saw in the ad. The article acted as a ‘backward frame’, 
altering how consumers remembered brand claims from the ad. 

PARTICIPAnTS, mATERIAl, And PRoCEduRE
Three hundred and twenty undergraduates aged 19-28 (M = 

21.76) participated in the four experiments. In experiment 1 adver-
tisements and magazine articles for cosmetics of familiar brands 
were used (N=80); in experiment 2 ads and magazine articles for 
cosmetics of unfamiliar brands (N=80), in experiment 3 ads and 
magazine articles for automobiles of familiar brands (N=80), and 
in experiment 4 advertisements and magazine articles for automo-
biles of unfamiliar brands (N=80). Gender differences in each of 
experimental groups have been controlled.

Print Advertisements. Four pairs of the most coherent versus 
the less coherent ads were selected from among the ads used in 
Study 1. For automobiles the most coherent was Honda Accord 
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advertisement (its equivalent for unfamiliar brand: Yugo Tourer) and 
the less coherent Mercedes Class A advertisement (its equivalents 
for unfamiliar brand: Avanti Alsa). For cosmetics of familiar brands 
the most coherent was Oxy advertisement and the less coherent 
Dax advertisement. Their equivalents for cosmetics of unfamiliar 
brands were: Witch and Eterna, respectively. 

Postexperience Information. Fragments of magazine articles 
prepared for the purpose of the experiment were used as post-
experience information. Participants viewing advertisements of 
automobiles were presented with an article containing informa-
tion of Honda Accord or Mercedes Class A as familiar brands or 
Yugo Tourer or Avanti Alsa as unfamiliar brands of automobiles, 
respectively. Participants viewing ads of cosmetics were presented 
with articles on Oxy or Dax as familiar brands or Witch or Eterna 
as unfamiliar brands of cosmetics. 

Measurement of Memory Distortion. The strength of memory 
distortion was measured with a memory test consisting of 15 items 
(brand claims): 5 from the advertisement which participants were 
presented with, 5 from the magazine article-postexperience infor-
mation, and 5 additional, not from the ad nor the article. Articles 
contained brand claims consistent with and similar to these in the 
advertisement. Additional brand claims were similar to these in 
the advertisement, too. Participants were asked to recognize which 
items came from the advertisement they viewed at the beginning 
of the experiment. Each correct response was scored with 1 point. 
The index of the memory of brand claims from the advertisement 
was: memory = brand claims from the advertisement - (brand 
claims from the magazine article + brand claims additional). This 
way, the highest score was 5 points and the lowest -10 points. Thus, 
the higher score, the less memory distortion of brand claims from 
the advertisement. 

Procedure. The study was conducted in quasi-laboratory 
conditions. At the beginning of the experiment, participants were 
informed that they participate in the experiment on perception of 
the advertisement and that their attention and involvement during 
viewing ads is very important. Then participants were directed to 
either evaluate the merits of the advertised brand (brand-directed 
processing) or to judge the merits of the actual advertisement for 
the brand (ad-directed processing). Thus, each group of participants 
perceived ads in one of the two contexts. The context of ad percep-
tion had to be controlled because consumers never perceive ads ‘in 
vacuo’, but in one of these two contexts. Forty seconds were given 
to view each advertisement. Then participants solved a three-minute 
distraction task, a puzzle which had no relationship to the present 
experiment. Next, they were presented with a mock magazine article 
(postexperience information). Then, they solved another distraction 
task for three minutes. Finally, participants were asked to solve a 
memory test on brand claims (measurement of memory distortion). 

RESulTS
memory distortion of Coherent and Incoherent Advertisements 

At the beginning the differences in memory distortion between 
ads of automobiles and cosmetics were tested. The differences were 
not significant F(1,  318) = .25, p = .62, thus, in further analyses 
ads of cosmetics and automobiles were tested in total.

It was expected (H2) that brand claims in coherent advertise-
ments are more resistant to memory distortion than brand claims 
in incoherent ads. The main effect of advertisement coherence in 
ANOVA was significant, F(1, 318) = 23.33,  p < .000001 (M = 
-.425 for coherent ads and M = -1.713 or incoherent ads). This 
means that it is more difficult to distort memory of the coherent 
than incoherent advertisement. The greater amount of similar as-
sociations between particular elements of the advertisement, the 

better the advertisement is remembered and the less sensitive to 
memory distortion it is.
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fIGuRE 4. mEmoRY dISToRTIon of BRAnd 
ClAImS In CoHEREnT And InCoHEREnT 

AdvERTISEmEnTS

It can be seen in figure 4 that differences in the strength of 
memory distortion for incoherent advertisements for familiar and 
unfamiliar brands are salient, F(1, 158) = 11.71, p = .0008. How-

ever, in coherent ads such differences have not been observed, 
F(1, 158) = 2.18, p = .14. One can say that the memory of the 
advertisement and its resistance to memory distortion is deter-
mined by the coherence of its elements. Thus, one may refer to 
the theory of conceptual coherence (Murphy and Medin 1985): 

Elements of coherent ads are strongly associated with each other 
and more resistant to distortions.

Brand familiarity in memory distortion of Coherent and 
Incoherent Advertisements 

According to hypothesis 3, it was expected that brand claims 
in advertisements for familiar brands are more resistant to memory 
distortion than brand claims in ads for unfamiliar brands. The 
one-way ANOVA showed that brand claims in ads for familiar 
brands (M = -.625) were less distorted than brand claims in ads 
for unfamiliar brands (M = -1.513), F(1, 318) = 10.67, p = .001. A 
stronger effect of resistance to memory distortion was expected for 
coherent than incoherent ads. Planned comparisons in the two-way 
ANOVA showed that in coherent advertisements the difference in 
memory distortion between familiar and unfamiliar brands was 
not significant: F(1, 316) = 2.41, p = 0.12. However, the effect 
was significant in incoherent ads: F(1, 316) = 10.48, p = .001. Ads 
for familiar brands  M = -1.113) were less distorted than ads for 
unfamiliar brands (M =  -2.313) (figure 5). It is worth noting that 
layouts of pairs of ads for familiar and unfamiliar brands were 
very similar, they differed only with the brand name (and product 
illustration in ads of automobiles).  



294 / Construction of Print Advertisement in the Context of Conceptual Coherence and Memory Distortion

 Familiar Brand
 Unfamiliar BrandCoherent Incoherent

Ad Coherence

-3,5

-3,0

-2,5

-2,0

-1,5

-1,0

-0,5

0,0

0,5

1,0
M

em
or

y
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Research showed that familiar brands are more easily detected 
in advertising clutter. Consumers have well-established brand 

schemas for familiar brands that may withstand incongruent in-
formation (Campbel and Keller 2003; Dahlén and Lange 2004). 

Familiar brands are cognitively available and activate a wide 
area of an associative network. Thus, advertisements for familiar 
brands are less susceptible to memory distortion as compared to 
ads for unfamiliar brands. It is more difficult to bring false infor-

mation into the memory of familiar than unfamiliar brands. 

fInAl REmARKS
The presented study, first of all shows rigorous methodology 

of research on the coherence of ads, sources of that coherence, and 
its importance for remembering the ads’ content. This methodology, 
well grounded in the contemporary theories of cognitive psychol-
ogy is, certainly, the stronger argument for accuracy of practical 
implications derived from the performed research.

First of all brand familiarity turned out to be an important 
determinant of an ad’s coherence, that is, the ads of familiar brands 
appeared to be considerably more coherent than those of unfamiliar 
brands. According to Gestalt psychology or the prototype theory 
of concepts, familiar brands refer to the cognitive schema that is 
well established in memory. In this sense a coherent ad acquires the 
ideal features of a „good figure” (pragnanz) or prototype in which 
separate elements are tightly linked together. Unity achieved in this 
way is therefore closely related to the general tendency to perceive 
groupings of elements as an integrated entity. On the other hand it 
appears that coherent ads are less susceptible to memory distortion 
than incoherent ads. Such a result is compatible with psychologi-
cal theories of conceptual coherence and concept formation which 
point at consolidated memory traces being resistant to distortion.

The essential, practical implication in regard to the creation of 
ads is to keep or strengthen their coherence. If the brand is familiar 
then its ad’s coherence is intrinsically formed in the consumer’s 
mind. At the same time the process activates psychological mecha-
nisms of retrieving the prototype (good figure) of that product brand 
from memory. Some attempts to distort the memory of the ad by 
discrediting the familiar brand, say, in comparative negative ads, 
will fail because ads of familiar brands are resistant to distortions. 
The situation is completely different in the case of ads of unfamiliar 
brands, thus an effort should be put into keeping or strengthening 
the ad’s coherence by carefully selecting it’s elements. If  the coher-
ence is not protected then the ad can be easily distorted in consumer 
memory, for example in the marketing strategy of competitors who 
use comparative negative ads. Thus the product of an unfamiliar 

brand may appear worse than as it was, in fact, advertised. To pro-
tect the ad’s coherence is important, initially, to effectively cope 
with the competitors. Such protection is particularly important for 
unfamiliar or less known brands.

The results obtained suggest some practical implications for 
media communication. For example, when TV news are presented 
by a known presenter, a message is better-remembered and more 
persuasive; context is not important here. However, when the pre-
senter is unknown, the background is important (coherent context). 
The results also show how to design a coherent advertisement or 
how to design an efficient ad for a new brand.
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