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We examined more closely how effectively consumers cope with visual metaphor compared to verbal ads as a persuasive tactic.

Persuasion knowledge had virtually no effect on consumer coping with print ads using visual metaphors.   This finding has strong

implications regarding the persuasive power of visual rhetorical figures.
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Can Consumers Cope with Visual Rhetorical Figures in Advertising?
Steven Andrews, University of Oregon, USA
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Over the past several decades print advertisements relied less on verbal language in either the headline or the body of the ad and more 
on complex, stylized visual messages delivered with rhetorical devices such as metaphor (Phillips and McQuarrie, 2002). McQuarrie and 
Mick (1996) defined rhetorical devices used in advertisements as “artful deviations” from the typical, expected communication structure. 
These deviations are generally pleasant to process and they encourage reinterpretation and/or reading additional meanings; therefore, 
rhetorical devices inherently yield weak persuasive arguments (McQuarrie and Phillips, 2005). Previous research suggests that ads with 
rhetorical devices generate greater ad liking, greater ad elaboration, and greater ad recall compared to ads without rhetorical devices. 
Specifically, visual rhetoric in ads are complex information devices (Scott, 1994a, 1994b) that enjoy universal processing advantages over 
ads with verbal rhetoric devices (McQuarrie and Mick, 2003b). Visual rhetoric elicits strong, immediate persuasive impact (McQuarrie 
and Phillips, 2005) which persists during incidental exposure (McQuarrie and Mick, 2003a) when verbal ads of any kind have virtually 
no persuasive impact. Given the pervasiveness of metaphor (Hirschman, 2007) in the marketplace and given the important differences 
in how the visual and the verbal systems process information (Franks, 2003) the present study examined more deeply the persuasive 
impact of visual metaphor ads in contrast to verbal ads. Specifically, we looked more closely at how effectively consumers cope with 
visual metaphor as a persuasive tactic. 

The Persuasion Knowledge Model (PKM: Friestad and Wright, 1994) described how consumers cope with persuasive attempts in the 
marketplace. The PKM considers consumer beliefs, attitudes, and choices about persuaders and their tactics, and consumer perceptions 
of the effectiveness and appropriateness of persuasion attempts. Previous research examined the persuasive impact of rhetorical devices 
in ads within a persuasion knowledge context. Aluwhalia and Burnkrandt (2004) showed that the persuasion knowledge (PK) dimension 
of consumer self-confidence (Bearden, Hardesty, and Rose, 2001) determined how people processed rhetorical questions— a non-sensory 
rhetorical device—in the headlines and/or the body of verbal ads. People high in PK (based on median splits of the 6-item scale) rated 
the ads based more on source perceptions of a well-known brand. Conversely, people low in PK rated the ads based more on the strength 
of the persuasive claim. Persuasion was enhanced (weakened) by stronger (weaker) persuasive claims.  

Based on previous research using visual rhetoric in print advertisements we hypothesized that in contrast to verbal metaphors, visual 
metaphors would not conform to the Aluwhalia et al (2004) model. Specifically, even though visual metaphors yield weak persuasive 
arguments print ads using these devices would show strong persuasive impact irrespective of PK scale scores. With 646 student subjects 
we used a 3 (ad style: verbal literal, verbal metaphor, visual metaphor) x 2 (PK scale score: high, low) between groups design. Ad stimuli 
were taken from previous research (McQuarrie & Phillips, 2005) on the persuasive impact of visual rhetorical ads. Factorial ANOVAs 
confirmed our expectations that consumers perceived visual metaphor as a persuasive tactic to a much greater extent than the other ads. 
Despite that visual metaphors showed much higher ad and brand attitude regardless of PK level. In contrast, verbal metaphor had much 
lower attitude scores for the low PK vs. high PK consumers as shown previously for weak arguments.  Consistent with previous research 
(McQuarrie & Mick, 2003a), consumers in study one rated the ads with visual metaphors more interesting, more artistic, and more likely 
to possess multiple meanings than the verbal ads. Consumer PK scale scores did not impact elaboration ratings. 

Based on the higher involvement ratings for visual metaphors in study one, study two explored the possibility that visual rhetorical 
ads penetrated PKM persuasion filters more thoroughly because the visuals worked through affective, meta-cognitive processes such 
as visual fluency (Winkielman, Schwarz, Reber, and Fazendeiro, 2003). Specifically, visual fluency theory suggests that the pleasant 
experience consumers have when processing more fluent stimuli gets interpreted as relevant information regarding the stimulus being 
processed. Stimuli that are more perceptually fluent and more conceptually fluent are liked better and they are perceived to be more 
truthful (Reber, Schwarz, and Winkielman, 2004). Perceptual fluency studies have shown that when a visual stimulus is limited in the 
duration of exposure, putting stress on the viewer’s mind, the stimuli are liked less and perceived as less truthful (Reber, Winkielman, 
and Schwarz, 1998). 
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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 


