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Advertising trends reveal an emphasis on visual imagery over verbal claims, as well as pictoral similarity between different brands’

advertisements. Visual interference can occur when a similar picture appears in two brands’ ads. Although interference effects are

generally viewed as harmful, this research demonstrates that visual interference effects can be used to link a brand to a new attribute,

as response competition facilitates recall of the desirable attribute for the target brand. Results from our initial study show that this

beneficial repositioning effect depends upon both the similarity of the pictures in the advertisements and the meaning the pictures

evoke.
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Study two explored whether perceptual fluency effects influenced the positive ratings of visual metaphors despite the greater 
perception that the ads were using a persuasive tactic. Using the same ads, we manipulated exposure duration: 110 student subjects 
either had unlimited time to view the ads or were restricted to one standard deviation below the pre-tested mean for adequate minimum 
processing time for all the ads (3-seconds). A two (exposure duration) x 3 (ad styles) mixed design based on McQuarrie and Phillips 
(2005) showed that the limited duration exposure resulted in decreased ad attitude ratings and decreased perception of honesty ratings 
for both verbal ads. The limited exposure duration had no effect on attitude or honesty ratings for visual metaphors, which remained 
higher than both the verbal ads across both exposure conditions. 

In summary, study one demonstrated that persuasion knowledge: a rational, cognitive measure of persuasion coping (Campbell and 
Kirmani, 2008) had virtually no effect on consumer coping with print ads using visual metaphors. This finding has strong implications 
regarding the persuasive power of rhetorical figures used in visual advertising, particularly given how popular the tactic is in practice. 
Results from both studies suggested that the visual metaphors elicited strong affective reactions. But apparently the exposure duration 
manipulation in study two was not strong enough to affect the instant impact of visual rhetorical figures on consumer response. Future 
research should also consider the possibility that the rhetorical “artful deviations” elicit perceptual feelings of familiarity (Whittlesea, 
1993). Another possibility worthy of future consideration is that visual processing fluency may moderate more traditional levels of 
processing effects on visual ads: attention, elaboration, and the formation of new knowledge structures from existing knowledge structures 
(Petty and Krosnick, 1995). 
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Memory interference occurs when a memory cue is associated with more than one brand through similar advertisements (Burke 
and Srull 1988). At retrieval, the cue triggers associations with both brands, yielding response competition and confusion between the 
brands. Research has found that confusion can interfere with an individual’s ability to correctly recall brand-attribute associations, 
potentially harming the brand (Unnava and Sirdeshmukh 1994). However, research has also suggested that interference can be used for 
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repositioning when a brand uses an advertisement that communicates similar brand attributes as a competitor’s ad (Jewell and Unnava 
2003) as recall for new attribute information is enhanced by the common association between the brands.

Most research has focused on text-based interference. However, trends in print advertising show that marketers rely more on images, 
and use fewer verbal claims (McQuarrie and Phillips 2008), suggesting a new interference problem. An informal content analysis of 
three fashion magazines revealed ten sets of advertisements for different brands using similar pictures. Research has shown that ads 
with similar pictures can foster competing associations to the common picture cue at retrieval, leading to the same harmful interference 
effects (Kumar 2000; Kumar and Krishnan 2004). If similar pictures can lead to interference, then picture similarity may also yield the 
positive effects observed with text cues when used to reposition a brand. This paper explores whether the repositioning effect of text-
based interference also occurs with visual interference.

For a brand to experience the repositioning effect of visual interference, the pictures used need to be similar enough to prompt a 
common association between two brands and a single picture cue. When consumers view advertising pictures, they extract inferences 
about the attributes possessed by the brand (Scott and Vargas 2007). This finding is in line with referential processing, where verbal 
representations of visual stimuli are encoded in memory (Paivio 1971, 1990). Recall for pictoral information relies on this verbal recoding 
(Walker et al. 1997). Therefore, we propose that when a picture becomes associated with both a target brand and a brand that possesses 
a new, desirable attribute, response competition during interference may facilitate recall of the desirable attribute for the target brand, 
effectively repositioning the target brand.

In addition to visual similarity, the use of a picture that communicates the meaning of the repositioning attribute is a second necessary 
condition in visual interference-based repositioning. If verbal recoding of pictoral information occurs in memory, visual interference-
based repositioning is more likely to occur when the picture is communicative of the attribute’s meaning. If the picture is similar but not 
communicative of the intended meaning, it may be verbally-recoded and cause interference, but the desired repositioning is unlikely. 
If the picture is communicative but not similar to another brand’s advertising, interference will not occur and the brand is less likely to 
reposition due to the lack of competing associations. Therefore, we expect the effectiveness of visual interference in repositioning to 
depend on the similarity of the picture cue and the meaning extracted from the picture.

We tested this prediction in the context of repositioning a hotel brand. Pretests revealed that our participants were familiar with 
this product category and the brands Holiday Inn and Hilton. Holiday Inn was perceived to be related to the attribute, “appropriate for 
vacation,” and Hilton was perceived to be related to the attribute, “appropriate for business,” with each brand unrelated to the other 
attribute. The goal of this study was to reposition Holiday Inn as “appropriate for business” using visual interference. Several pictures 
were pretested, and a briefcase was determined to mean “appropriate for business” while a beach bag meant “appropriate for vacation.” 
We created advertisements for Holiday Inn and Hilton featuring these focal images embedded into images of hotel rooms. The images 
were accompanied by headlines and text copy that did not make any reference to the focal attributes. Pretesting determined the headlines, 
text copy, and full ads for each brand were equally persuasive and informative.

We employed a 2 (meaning of target image: conveyed /did not convey the business attribute) x 2 (image similarity: similar/different) 
design. The meaning and similarity of the ads was manipulated using the focal images in the ads, creating four conditions for the Holiday 
Inn/Hilton ads: briefcase/briefcase, briefcase/beach bag, beach bag/briefcase, and beach bag/beach bag. 108 business undergraduates 
viewed a 10-advertisement sequence that included the Holiday Inn and Hilton ads, counterbalanced for order effects, including other 
competing ads to mask the manipulated ads. The dependent variable, measured via 7-point Likert scale, indicated participants’ agreement 
with the statements, “Holiday Inn is appropriate for business travel” and “Holiday Inn is appropriate for a business conference,” which 
we combined into a single index (r =.65).

We found a significant interaction effect between similarity and meaning (F (1,104)=4.37, p<.05). Ratings of Holiday Inn’s 
appropriateness for business were higher when both ads featured the briefcase (M=5.65) than when the Holiday Inn ad featured the 
briefcase and the Hilton ad featured the beach bag (M=4.71, p<.01), when the Holiday Inn ad featured the beach bag and the Hilton ad 
featured the briefcase (M=4.65, p<.01), or when both ads featured the beach bag (M=4.67, p<.01). There were no significant differences 
between the other three conditions. 

This suggests that picture meaning or similarity alone are no more effective at repositioning the brand than an advertisement 
that does not communicate the repositioning attribute at all. We conclude that similarity and meaning are necessary but not sufficient 
conditions to link a brand to a new attribute using visual interference. Additional studies will investigate how similar the pictures must 
be when the appropriate meaning is conveyed, how effectively the pictures must communicate the meaning when they are similar, and 
cross-category effects. 

This research contributes to advertising research by demonstrating that visual interference can be an effective repositioning tool. 
Since visual advertising is dominant and often employs similar imagery, this research demonstrates how advertising’s competitive 
environment can be used to a brand’s advantage.
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The Bleeding Effect:  
How Interference in Advertising Messaging Influences Perceptions and Impacts Behavior
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The question of how advertising effectiveness is influenced by competitive messages, both for similar products as well as for those 
falling into a different product class, has been an important area of inquiry for researchers. Two areas that researchers have focused on 
are the impact of messages pertaining to similar types of products and the impact of messages containing similar creative elements. The 
former, generally referred to as competitive interference, refers to the way that competitive brands, i.e. those brands that represent similar 
or substitutable products, can interfere with recall measures. Various studies (Burke and Srull, 1988; Keller, 1991) have found that brand 
recall is significantly lower when an ad for a similar product is present. The second area of research, known as contextual interference, is 
focused more on the creative decisions that go into the development of an advertisement, such as the use of similar pictures or imagery. 
Results have shown that contextual interference can diminish recall when multiple products, regardless of their product class, rely on 
similar executions (Kumar and Krishnan, 2004; Kumar, 2000).

While general brand name and messaging recall has been shown to decrease or become muddled in the face of interference, research 
into how this may influence consumer perception or interpretation is scarcer. Is interference just problematic for processing and retrieval 
tasks, or does it alter how consumers view and interpret a product? Some of the research into interference begins to address these questions, 
including that into contextual interference, which has shown that similarity in executional elements can confuse consumers, leading 
them to mistake one brand for another when cued with the advertising executional elements both brands shared (Kumar and Krishnan, 
2004). Jewell and Unnava (2003) also offered some insight into this issue when they studied the potential positive impact of competitive 
interference. They found that such interference could be beneficial to established brands attempting to promote a new product attribute. 

The primary goal of this research is to further examine how interference influences how and what consumers interpret when faced 
with such interference effects. This study includes an examination of what specific information consumers recall, and whether that 
information matches the brand’s messaging, the competitive messaging, or is unrelated to both. It also measures consumer intent to 
purchase, seeking to connect interpretation of messaging to purchasing behavior. In addition, qualitative analysis is also utilized to better 
understand the link between messaging, processing, interpretation, and behavior. 

A secondary goal of this research is to apply what has traditionally been a lab-based approach to studying interference effects to a 
more natural setting. This project therefore included a field experiment followed by replication in a laboratory setting to compare effects. 

To accomplish the above goals, a field experiment was first conducted over the course of one week (Friday through Thursday) at 
a large multiplex movie theater. Theater management agreed to allow the manipulation of pre-show elements for two prints, both of 
the same film playing on two of the theater’s screens. The messaging tested consisted of movie trailers, what we define as extended 
commercials. To control for outside variables, each print consisted of only two movie trailers and the film. No additional advertising, theater 
promotional messaging, or other entertainment content was present. There were three conditions–interference-ad-present, interference-
ad-absent, control–with each rotated across screens and dayparts to account for potential bias. The trailer for Flightplan served as the 
target advertisement. The trailer for Red Eye version A served as the interference-inducing advertisement (Red Eye A contained similar 
imagery, with both it and Flightplan featuring scenes taking place on a plane). Red Eye version B was used in the interference-ad-absent 
condition (this version did not feature any scenes on a plane). A trailer for a romantic comedy, unrelated thematically and executionally 
to Flightplan, was used in the control group. 

To test the results from study 1 in a controlled environment, a second study was designed to replicate the first in a laboratory setting. 
Students, staff, and local residents were invited to attend a free film screening. There were three showings of the film, each representing 
one of the three conditions found in the first study. 

Subjects in both groups were told that a study on the moviegoing experience was being conducted and were asked to complete 
two surveys. The first was completed prior to entering the theater/screening room, while the second was completed at the completion of 
the film. Upon completion of survey one, respondents were provided a raffle ticket for free movie tickets and told it would be collected 
upon completion of survey two. The code on this ticket was used to match both surveys.

The primary measures to understand interference and consumer interpretation in the face of interference were a variety of unaided 
and aided recall measures. These included three specially-designed thematic recall scores: Correct recall, confused recall, and incorrect 
recall. For these respondents were asked to list as many themes/elements they could recall from each trailer. These responses were 
categorized as correct (matched one of a pre-determined set of elements for that trailer), confused (matched a pre-determined set of 
elements for the alternative trailer the subject viewed), or incorrect (matched neither set of elements). Likelihood to purchase scores, as 
well as open-ended questions designed to elicit additional details as to why that was the case, were utilized to offer additional insight 
into the behavioral impact of interference effects. 


