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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Five experiments investigated copy complexity, length, level of 

involvement, medium, task attention, and reading level on persua-
sion. Experiments 1 and 2 investigated involvement, complexity, 
and length. Experiment 3 investigated involvement, complexity, 
and medium. Experiments 4 and 5 investigated reading level and 
task attention as boundary conditions.

EXPERIMENT 1
Experiment 1 involved a 2 (simple/moderately complex copy) 

X 2 (short/long) manipulation of direct mail pieces. Complexity 
should impact the persuasiveness of the offer but length should not 
(although this is a null prediction, it is important to demonstrate 
that complexity, isolated from length, exerts effects on persuasion). 
Motivation should also exert a main effect on order intentions 
(high involvement participants will have greater intentions than 
low involvement participants). Motivation should also moderate 
the effect of complexity. An interaction between complexity and 
involvement is expected, such that intentions will be greatest for 
those high in involvement exposed to complex versions.

Independent variables included complexity, involvement, and 
length. Involvement was a self-reported measure on two nine-point 
scales, with higher numbers indicating greater involvement. The 
two scales correlated significantly (.63; p=.000), so were averaged, 
and then dichotomized (M=5.46). The dependent variable was order 
intention on a nine-point scale (higher numbers indicated greater 
order intention).

Participants were 85 college students who provided informed 
consent to participate. Participants participated in groups of 12, 
seated at cubicles in a laboratory. Participants read the direct mail 
offer, then received the measurement booklet. Upon completion, 
the participants were debriefed and were free to leave.

A 2 (simple/moderate copy) X 2 (short/long) X 2 (low-/high-
involvement) ANOVA was conducted. Complexity contributed to 
order intentions, as expected. Those who received the complex 
versions had higher intentions to order (M=2.98) than those who 
received the simple versions (M=2.05; F(1,83)=3.99; p<.05). There 
was also a main effect for involvement, as expected, such that 
those who reported high levels of involvement were more likely to 
order than those low in involvement (2.96 vs. 2.04; F(1,83)=3.78; 
p<.05). Length did not contribute to order intentions, consistent 
with expectations.

Involvement moderated the impact of complexity on order 
intentions, as expected. High involvement participants who received 
the complex offer had higher order intentions than all other par-
ticipants (F(1,81)=9.24; p<.005). Thus, complexity had a positive 
impact on those high in involvement. The expected results were 
obtained, but order intentions were quite low.

EXPERIMENT 2
Given this negative response, Experiment 2 used a more inter-

esting item (otherwise, the replication was identical). Participants 
were 103 college students participating for extra credit.

Experiment 2 replicated Experiment 1—complexity ex-
erted a main effect on intentions (moderate=5.00 vs. simple=3.77; 
F(1,85)=6.23; p<.05). Involvement also exerted a main effect 
(high=5.57 vs. low=3.36; F(1,85)=23.48; p<.001). Length had no 
effect. The pattern of results for the interaction between involve-

ment and complexity was as expected, and was significant (p<.05). 
Highly involved participants exposed to moderate copy had higher 
intentions to order than all other participants.

EXPERIMENT 3
Experiment 3 involved a 3 (simple/moderate/complex copy) 

X 2 (print/broadcast medium type) manipulation for the same item 
from Experiment 2. The addition of radio was intended to test the 
hypothesis that the persuasiveness of copy in commercials will 
decrease as copy gets beyond moderate complexity. An interac-
tion between complexity, medium, and involvement (identical to 
procedures in Experiments 1 and 2) was expected.

Participants were 241 college students participating for credit 
in the same laboratory. Participants were randomly assigned to a 
cubicle with a computer monitor, which showed a randomly pre-
selected condition. Participants in the print conditions read the offer 
on the screen and responded to the questionnaire. Participants in 
the radio conditions listened to the commercial on headsets and 
responded to the questionnaire. Six print and six radio versions 
were prepared, adding a very complex version. Order intentions 
were measured on a five-point scale.

There was no main effect for complexity but there was one 
for involvement (high=2.91 vs. low=2.16; F(1,239)=6.42; p<.05). 
The interaction between medium, complexity, and involvement was 
also marginally significant (F(2,239)=2.37; p<.10). For those high 
in involvement exposed to the print version, complexity enhanced 
persuasion (even at the highest level of complexity), but for those 
high in involvement exposed to the radio version, complexity had 
a deleterious effect on persuasion.

EXPERIMENT 4
Experiment 4 involved a 3 (simple/moderate/complex copy) X 

2 (item offered) within-subject design, measured reading level, and 
included an instructional manipulation check (IMC [Oppenheimer, 
Meyvis, and Davidenko 2009]). An interaction between complexity, 
reading level, and involvement was expected.

Participants were 93 college students participating for credit 
in the same laboratory. Participants were randomly assigned to a 
cubicle with a computer monitor, which showed a randomly pre-
selected condition from Experiment 3 (print only). Order intentions 
were measured on a five-point scale. Participants engaged in a 
non-timed distraction task between presentation of the two offers.

There was no main effect for complexity, reading level, or 
involvement for the first offer. All but two participants passed 
the IMC. The interaction between complexity, reading level, and 
involvement was not significant (p>.10). The results for the second 
offer were difficult to interpret. Given the distraction task was non-
timed, the low number of errors on the IMC, and the low cell size, 
Experiment 5 was conducted to replicate the basic design with a 
timed distraction task and a higher sample size.

EXPERIMENT 5
Experiment 5 replicated Experiment 4, but with a timed dis-

traction task. An interaction between complexity, reading level, and 
involvement was expected. Participants were 117 college students 
participating for credit in the same laboratory.

There were no main effects for complexity or reading level, 
but there was one for involvement, such that those who reported 
high levels of involvement had greater order intentions than those 
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at low levels of involvement (3.19 vs. 2.60; F(1,116)=5.64; p<.05). 
Again, errors on the IMC were quite low. The interaction between 
medium, complexity, and involvement was not significant (p>.10). 
It would appear that, at least for college student participants, nei-
ther reading level nor task attention serve as boundary conditions.
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