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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
This paper examines the effect of the positioning of in relation 

to a comparison brand or brands in a multi-panel table of a compara-
tive advertisement.  At issue is the effectiveness of the advertisement 
as measured by the consumers’ product selection.  

The use of a comparison table in the comparative advertise-
ments is effective because audiences get comparable information for 
each product attribute listed in the table. Consumers tend to compare 
an object in the right panel with the object in the left panel because 
they have a tendency to read from left to right.  This is especially true 
for English readers (Eviatar, 1995). Prior studies have shown in a 
sequential observation of two objects, the later serves as the subject 
of comparison and the object observed earlier serves as the referent 
(Bruine and Keren, 2003; Sanbonmatsu, Kardes, and Gibson, 1991; 
Houston and Sherman, 1995). Therefore, the object placed in the left 
panel is expected to serve as a referent of comparison and the object 
placed in the right panel a subject of comparison. When a sponsor’s 
product is positioned in the left panel and a comparison product is 
positioned in the right panel, the reader is exposed to the superior 
features of the sponsor’s product first, followed by the inferior fea-
tures of the comparison product.  An advertisement arranged such 
that the sponsor’s product is placed in the left panel and the com-
parison product in the right panel of the comparison table, therefore, 
would evoke more negative thoughts on a comparison product in the 
right panel than positive thoughts on a sponsor’s product in the left 
panel. 

On the other hand, if the physical positioning of a compari-
son product and a referent product is reversed, the opposite result 
is hypothesized. The comparison product, when positioned in the 
left-hand panel, becomes the referent product with which people 
compare the features of the product in the right-hand panel. Such an 
arrangement of a target and a comparison product in a comparison 
table, therefore, might lead people to have more positive thoughts on 
a sponsor’s product in the right-hand panel than negative thoughts on 
a comparison product in the left-hand panel. 

Jain and Posavac (2004) show that a negative comparative ad-
vertisement results in unfavorable attitudes toward an advertised 
product than a positive comparative advertisement because people 
are more skeptical of negative comparative messages and tend to 
judge positive comparative messages to be more believable. 

Based on the reading habit from left to right, the comparative 
advertisement should be perceived as more positive when the spon-
sor’s product is placed in the right-hand panel because it will be per-
ceived as a positive comparative advertisement. In addition, people 
will perceive higher value and quality when a sponsor’s product is 
placed in the right-hand panel because of the preference for “right” 
(Valenzuela and Raghubir 2009).  Thus, it is hypothesized that physi-
cal positioning of the sponsor’s product and a comparison product 
in a comparison table will affect the effectiveness of a comparative 
advertisement. Specifically, a higher value will be ascribed to the 
sponsor’s product when it is placed in the right-hand panel in a com-
parison table, and the comparative advertisement and the sponsor’s 
product will be viewed more favorably when the sponsor’s product is 
placed in the right panel and a comparison product is in the left panel. 

In Study 1, a different perceived value for the target brand was 
found depending on its position in the left panel versus the right 
panel in the comparison table.  We found when a target brand was 
positioned in the right panel as opposed to the left panel the respon-
dents perceived a greater value from the target brand (t (75) = 3.22, p 
< .01).   Respondents were found to have a favorable attitude toward 
a target brand when it was positioned in the right panel as opposed 
to the left panel (t (75) = 2.06, p < .05); however, the positioning of 
a target brand in the right panel as opposed to the left panel in the 
comparison table did not result in a significant difference in willing-
ness to buy (t (75) =.41, p >.68). 

In Study 2 the effects of physical positioning in a one-to-one 
comparison table were extended to those in a one-to-three compari-
son table, which is also a very common type of a comparative adver-
tisement.  A significant difference in attitudes and the purchase like-
lihood in terms of physical positioning of a target brand was found. 
When the target brand is placed in the far right panel as opposed to 
the far left panel, a significant difference was found in the attitude 
toward the target brand in terms of its position in the table in the com-
parison advertisement (F (28) = 11.66; p < .01); however, a marginal 
difference was found in the purchase likelihood in terms of the posi-
tion of the target brand in the table of the comparison advertisement 
(F (1, 28) = 3.247; p < .08). 

In Study 3 it was confirmed that physical positioning affects 
perception of the valence of comparison advertisements.  Planned 
contrasts show the combination of “right-positioning” + a positive 
advertisement copy is evaluated as more amicable than the combina-
tion of “left-positioning” + a positive advertisement copy (t (106) 
= 2.11; p < .04), the combination of “left-positioning” + a negative 
advertisement copy (t (106) = 2.12; p < .04), and the combination of 
“right-positioning” + a negative advertisement copy (t (106) = 2.24; 
p < .03). The results confirmed the hypothesis that the combination 
of “right-positioning” and a positive advertisement copy was consid-
ered the most amicable, as it corresponded to a positive comparative 
advertisement.  The similar results were found from attitudes toward 
the target brand and the purchase likelihood.

These findings have obvious practical implications. Marketing 
managers and advertisers have not had similar studies concerning the 
effect of physical positioning of a target and a comparison brand in 
a table in a comparison advertisement.  This paper shows how this 
minor change results in significant differences in the effectiveness of 
comparative advertisements. 
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