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Comparative advertisements are frequently used by companies as tactics to convince consumers that their products are better than

competitors’ products. We argue that comparative ads may not be universally effective and test how cultural values affect consumers’
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for ease of explication indicates the difference between the two groups (Mlasting=5.84, Mfleeting=4.94, t(143)=4.84, p<.001). There were 
no significant differences in attitudes for the filler ad. Study 1b (N=65) replicated these results on a different sample, with the stimuli 
consisting only of the target ad and no filler (β=.47, Mlasting=6.24, Mfleeting=5.04, t(64)=4.29, p<.001). 

Study 2 assessed whether threat moderates the effect of lay theories of love on the purchase intention for the advertised product. 
Participants (N=48) in a 2 (threat vs. no threat) × 2 (lasting vs. fleeting) between-subjects design read a scenario in which their romantic 
relationship was in conflict vs. not. They then saw an ad featuring a romantic appeal for chocolates, and indicated their intention of buying 
the advertised product as a gift to resolve the conflict (α=.88). Participants in the no-threat condition merely indicated how likely they 
were to buy the chocolates as gifts for their lovers. The analysis reveals a significant interaction between threat and lay theories of love 
(F(1, 44)=55.16, p<.01).In the absence of threat, the previous results obtain, such that lasting-theorists had higher purchase intentions 
than fleeting-theorists (Mlasting=4.58, Mfleeting=3.98; F(1, 44)=5.25, p<.01). In contrast, under threat, there was no difference in purchase 
intentions (Mlasting=3.94, Mfleeting=3.79, F(1, 48)=1.78, ns). As expected, relationship threat does not affect fleeting-theorists’ responses 
to romance appeals, but strongly affect lasting-theorists’ behavior. 

To summarize, this research investigates romantic appeals in advertising, and our results till date demonstrate that responses to such 
appeals vary based on consumers’ lay theories of love as well as the presence of relationship threat. These results are among the first in 
consumer research to investigate the effects of romantic appeals, a perennial theme in advertising. Subsequent studies will explore the 
mechanisms underlying the observed effects.

References
Dahl, Darren W., Jaideep Sengupta and Kathleen D. Vohs (2009), “Sex in Advertising: Gender Differences and the Role of 

Relationship Commitment,” Journal of Consumer Research, 36(2), 215-231. 
Dweck, Carol S. (1999), Self Theories: Their Role in Motivation, Personality and Development, Philadelphia: Taylor and Francis.
Galician, Mary-Lou and Debra L. Mersk (2007), Critical Thinking about Sex, Love, and Romance in the Mass Media: Media Literacy 

Application, London: Routledge. 
Hazan, Cindy and Philip Shaver (1987), “Romantic Love Conceptualized as an Attachment Process,” Journal of Personality and 

Social Psychology, 52(3), 511-524.
Huang, Ming-Hui (2004), “Romantic Love and Sex: Their Relationship and Impacts on Ad Attitudes,” Psychology and Marketing, 

21(1), 53-73.
Hung, Iris and Robert S. Wyer (2008), “The Impact of Implicit Theories on Responses to Problem-Solving Print Advertisements,” 

Journal of Consumer Psychology, 18(3), 223-235.
Knee, Raymond C. (1998), “Implicit Theories of Relationships: Assessment and Prediction of Romantic Relationship Initiation, 

Coping, and Longevity,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 74(2), 360-370.
Labroo, Aparna A. and Anirban Mukhopadhyay (2009), “Lay Theories of Emotion Transience and the Search for Happiness: A Fresh 

Perspective on Affect Regulation,” Journal of Consumer Research, 36(2), 242-254.
Lindholm, Charles (1998), “The Future of Love” in Romantic Love and Sexual Behavior: Perspectives from Social Sciences, Vol. 1, 

ed. De Munck,Victor C., Westport CT: Praeger, 17-32.
Mukhopadhyay, Anirban and Gita V. Johar (2005), “Where There Is a Will, Is There a Way? Effects of Lay Theories of Self-Control 

on Setting and Keeping Resolutions,” Journal of Consumer Research, 31(March), 779-786.
Mukhopadhyay, Anirban and Catherine W. M. Yeung (2010), “Building Character: Effects of Lay Theories of Self-Control on the 

Selection of Products for Children,” Journal of Marketing Research, forthcoming.
Peck, Scott M. (1978), The Road Less Traveled: A New Psychology of Love, Traditional Values, and Spiritual Growth, New York: 

Simon and Schuster.
Raghunathan, Rajagopal, Rebecca W. Naylor, and Wayne D. Hoyer (2006), “The Unhealthy=Tasty Intuition and Its Effects on Taste 

Inferences, Enjoyment, and Choice of Food Products,” Journal of Marketing, 70(4), 170-184. 
Wang, Wenbo, Hean Tat Keh, and Lisa E. Bolton (2010), “Lay Theories of Medicine and a Healthy Lifestyle,” Journal of Consumer 

Research, forthcoming.
Weinstein Neal D. (1980), “Unrealistic Optimism about Future Life Events,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 39(5), 

806-820.
Wheeler, Christian S., Richard E. Petty, and George Y. Bizer (2005), “Self-Schema Matching and Attitude change: Situational and 

Dispositional Determinants of Message Elaboration,” Journal of Consumer Research, 31(4), 787-797.
Wyer, Robert S. (2004), Social comprehension and judgment: The role of situation models, narratives, and implicit theories, 

Mahwah, NJ, US: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Publishers. 
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Nowadays, brands often try to differentiate themselves from competitors, and comparative advertisements are used as traditional 
tactics to persuade consumers of their superiority over other brands. To that effect, advertisers state that their product is better than the 
competitor’s product or even better than any other product. Many of us are familiar with Subway’s advertisement targeting McDonald’s 
and these practices are increasingly used by industry giants such as Pizza Hut, Diet Pepsi and Apple (McArthur and Cuneo, 2007). 
Extant research has examined the effects of comparative message claims. For example, Grewal et al (1997) found that comparative ads 
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are more effective than noncomparative ads in terms of brand awareness, attitudes and purchase intentions. Research has also examined 
the effectiveness of comparative ads by concentrating on valence of framing (Jain et al., 2007), on information processing (Thompson 
and Hamilton, 2006) and on brand positioning (Pechmann and Ratneshwar, 1991). In this research, we propose that comparative ads may 
not be universally effective and that individual differences associated with distinct cultural values may affect consumers’ perceptions.

We focus on the extent to which consumers accept “inequality” as a legitimate result of their cultural values, which is defined as 
“power distance” in Hofstede’s (1980) cross-cultural studies. It is assumed that cultures are distinguished by the way they are accustomed 
to deal with inequalities, in other words by how individuals handle inequality in society and hierarchy of powers (Hofstede, 1991). For 
some cultures (low power distance), inequality and inconsistencies among various areas are often problematic. On contrary, for others 
(high power distance), unequal power distribution is generally accepted: people do not and should not question the power of others; they 
should accept the hierarchy as it is. Thus, the more their culture encourages rigid social hierarchy in different positions of power, the 
more they are expected to be comfortable in accepting this inequality. We argue that this acceptance of inequality may in turn affect how 
consumers cope with companies’ claims of being superior to their competitors in comparative ads. Therefore, the aim of this research 
is to extend the comparative advertisement literature by investigating potential differences in consumer responses due to the cultural 
orientation construct of power distance. 

One of the first cross-country investigations about comparative advertisement is conducted by Donthu (1998). This research suggests 
that although consumers recall these ads better, their attitudes toward comparative ads are not very positive in countries where these 
practices are rarely used. However, Jeon and Beatty (2002) show that in countries where consumers are unfamiliar with direct comparative 
ad (explicitly naming the well-known competitor), this type of advertisement is more effective than indirect comparative ad (e.g., “our 
brand is better than any other brand”). Choi and Miracle (2004) on the other hand examine the mediating effect of self-construal on the 
relationship between national culture and effectiveness of comparative advertisement. Polyorat and Alden (2005) also investigate the 
effectiveness of indirect comparative ads by using two different samples (US and Thai) and test the effects of self-construal and need 
for cognition. In this research, we extend Polyorat and Alden’s work (2005) by investigating the effects of direct comparison, indirect 
comparison and noncomparison advertisements by considering cultural differences. Researchers examining comparative advertisement 
through cross-country investigation conducted studies with participants born in different countries. However, even individuals of the 
same country may differ in terms of how they are affected by the same culture. Therefore, instead of differentiating based on the country, 
we try to differentiate among consumers based on their personality traits as Hofstede (1991) suggests. 

Study
We manipulated presence of comparison in the ads by using direct, indirect and noncomparative arguments in the ads. Three ad 

versions of a fictitious brand were used as in Pechmann and Ratneshwar’s studies (1991) to control for subjects’ familiarity with the ad. 
137 undergraduate students enrolled in marketing courses at an East Cost University participated in the study in exchange for course credit. 
Participants were first presented with brief information about the target fictitious brand (Star) and some of them saw direct comparative 
version (comparing Star with Ajax), some indirect comparative version (claiming that Star is the best) and some noncomparative version 
(only stating Star’s positive attributes) of the ad. We then measured participants’ power distance scores as a second factor. Manipulation 
checks were conducted to make sure that participants can easily distinguish between the comparative and noncomparative ads. 

Data supported our hypothesis that comparative ads may not be universally effective and participants’ willingness to accept inequality 
(power distance) may affect this process. An ANOVA on ad effectiveness revealed a significant interaction (p<.05) between the ad type 
and power distance measures. Direct comparison ads were more effective for participants with lower power distance scores (less willing 
to accept inequality); whereas indirect comparison ads were more effective for participants with higher power distance scores than those 
with lower power distance scores. 

Discussion
Using power distance as a construct to differentiate between individuals’ perceptions of inequality, this research tries to contribute 

to literature by showing that individual differences caused by cultural differences can moderate the way consumers perceive comparative 
advertisements. This research also has practical implications for managers, suggesting under which conditions comparative ads are 
likely to be most effective. 

The current stimuli use a fictitious brand name and compare it with a well-known competitor. To increase the external validity 
and to comply with real-life settings, in the next study we will use familiar brand names. We will also manipulate the credibility of 
comparative claims (direct and indirect). In direct comparison condition, for the incredible version, the ad will compare an inferior 
brand with a high quality brand and claim its superiority; whereas for the credible version an equally powerful brand will claim that 
is superior to its competitor. We will use pretests to make sure we use the appropriate brand names for inferior, equally powerful and 
best-known competitor brands. In addition, in a follow-up study, we will investigate how cognitive load impacts the effect of power 
distance on effectiveness of comparative ads.

References
Choi, Y. K., & Miracle, G. E. (2004). The Effectiveness of Comparative Advertising in Korea and the United States, Journal of 

Advertising, 33 (4), 75- 87.
Donthu, N. (1998). A Cross-Country Investigation of Recall and Attitude Toward Comparative Advertising, Journal of Advertising, 

27 (2), 111-122.
Grewal, D., Kavanoor, S., Fern, E. F., Costley, C., & Barnes, J. (1997). Comparative versus Noncomparative Advertising: A Meta-

Analysis, Journal of Marketing, 61 (4), 1-15. 
Hofstede, G. (1980). Culture’s Consequences: International Differences in Work-Related Values, Beverly Hills, CA: Sage. 
Hofstede, G. (1991). Cultures and Organizations: Software of the Mind, McGraw-Hill, London. 



868 / Working Papers

Jain, S. P., Lindsey, C., Agrawal, N., & Maheswaran, D. (2007). For Better or For Worse? Valenced Comparative Frames and 
Regulatory Focus, Journal of Consumer Research, 34, 57-65. 

Jeon, J. O., & Beatty, S. E. (2002). Comparative Advertising Effectiveness in Different National Cultures, Journal of Business 
Research, 55, 907-913, 

McArthur, K., & Cuneo, A. (2007). Why Big Brands Are Getting Into the Ring, Advertising Age, 78 (21), 6-6.
Pechmann, C., & Ratneshwar, S. (1991). The Use of Comparative Advertising For Brand Positioning: Association versus 

Differentiation, Journal of Consumer Research, 18 (2), 145-160. 
Polyorat, K., & Alden, D. L. (2005). Self-Construal and Need for Cognition Effects on Brand Attitudes and Purchase Intentions in 

Response to Comparative Advertising in Thailand and the United States, Journal of Advertising, 34 (1), 37-48. 
Singelis, T. M., & Brown, W. J. (1995). Culture, Self, and Collectivist Communication: Linking Culture to Individual Behavior, 

Human Communication Research, 21, 354-389.
Thompson, D. V., & Hamilton, R. W. (2006). The Effects of Information Processing Mode on Consumers’ Responses to Comparative 

Advertising, Journal of Consumer Research, 32, 530-540. 
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Advertising messages influence one’s motivations, views, and perceptions in achieving goals. One of the key techniques to encourage 
consumers to reinforce or alter their goals is the use of rhetorical figures, such as metaphorical expression (McQuarrie and Mick 1996). 
While metaphorical claim is the most widely used rhetoric in current advertising practice, little is known about the circumstances under 
which metaphorical claims are most persuasive. Previous studies tend to focus on the advantages of metaphoric claims as compared with 
literal claims (e.g., McQuarrie and Phillips 2005), and the persuasive nature of metaphorical claims themselves is not fully investigated. 
In this article, we adopt regulatory focus theory to investigate the effectiveness of metaphor on enhancing one’s goal achievement. 

Regulatory focus theory (Higgins 1997) suggests two basic motivational orientations that individuals adopt to achieve their goals: 
prevention-focus and promotion-focus. Prevention-focus oriented individuals seek to avoid negative outcomes; thus, their concerns are 
about safety, responsibilities, and obligations (Higgins 1997, 2000). Conversely, promotion-focus oriented individuals, seek to achieve 
positive goals and are concerned with growth, accomplishment, and aspirations. When people adopt the goal pursuit strategies and 
engage in activities that are consistent with their regulatory orientation, they experience “feels-it-right” sensation and their motivations 
become heightened (Aaker and Lee 2006). 

Researchers of regulatory orientation have also suggested that not only a match between a manner in which a person pursue a goal 
and his or her goal orientation, but also the types of message framing (i.e., promotion vs. prevention) in a given context determine the 
persuasiveness of information. That is, prevention-focused messages are most persuasive at a concrete, detail-oriented level because 
they allow consumers to maximize the accuracy of their decision outcomes (Mogilner, Aaker, and Pennington 2008). Promotion-focused 
messages, however, are most persuasive when framed at an abstract level because people who are presented with promotion-focused 
messages would focus more on the ultimate meaning of an event, as opposed to its concrete details. Mogilner et al. (2008) empirically 
tested this notion by suggesting that prevention-framed products were more favorable when consumers’ purchase decisions are imminent 
while promotion-framed products were preferred when the purchases did not need to be made immediately.

Given the different characteristics of prevention/promotion goal orientations, it is expected that prevention-focused messages would be 
more effective when the ad employs literal rhetorical techniques to persuade consumers because these messages provide explicit, concrete 
means to avoid the negative outcomes. On the other hand, it is expected that promotion-focused messages will be more persuasive when 
the ad uses metaphorical rhetorical technique because promotion-oriented individuals will focus more on the ultimate meaning of an 
event. The promotion-focused messages should motivate people to achieve positive outcomes rather than emphasizing a concrete focus 
(Mogilner et al. 2008). Furthermore, metaphorical claims have been shown to be more advantageous in providing positive outcomes 
as compared to literal claims because they render consumers more receptive to diverse and positive influences about advertised brands 
while still conveying the main message of the ad (McQuarrie and Phillips 2005). We conducted an experiment to test these expectations. 

Method
Stimulus Development. To develop a set of rigorous metaphoric advertising stimuli, stimulus development procedure followed a 

multiple-step process. First, professional advertising artists initially created 10 sets of ads carrying various themes of metaphorical verbal 
expressions that emphasize the benefits of eating cereals. The prevention-focused ads conveyed messages such as, “This cereal helps 
prevent heart disease” whereas the promotion-focused ads had messages such as, “This cereal helps enhance your heart health.” Since 
the quality of metaphorical expression critically influences participants’ evaluations of ads, we conducted several pre-tests to screen out 
dead or inapt metaphors among these ads. Undergraduate students at a large southern American university evaluated whether ads were 
creative/imaginative or plain/matter-of-fact (McQuarrie and Mick 1996). Participants also rated the levels of implications of these ads 
on a seven-point scale anchored by “Almost everyone/no reasonable person would draw this conclusion from the ad.” (McQuarrie and 
Phillips 2005). Through these procedures, we selected a final set of metaphorical ads for the preliminary study. 

Preliminary Analysis. In order to investigate these hypotheses, we used a 2 (rhetorical styles: metaphorical vs. literal) ´ 2 (goal 
orientation: prevention vs. promotion) between-subjects factorial design. The dependent variable was attitude toward the advertised 
brand (a cereal brand). The results of ANOVA indicated that there was a marginally significant interaction effect of rhetorical styles and 


