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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
This research investigates consumers’ reactions to “context 

sensitive advertising,” a strategy used by advertisers across multiple 
channels to increase consumer attention and improve consumer at-
titudes.  Although advertisers believe in the efficacy of context sen-
sitive ads, there is little empirical evidence to support their beliefs.  
Furthermore, the academic literature is ambivalent about the role 
of ad-context congruity on memory and persuasion.  We propose 
and support that while context sensitive advertising may indeed en-
hance consumers’ ad processing, it may do so at the risk of eliciting 
negative attitudinal reactions.  Specifically, we establish a positive 
main effect of context sensitivity on attention and recall.  Attitudes 
and persuasion, however, are dependent upon how well the context 
matches the product being advertised.  Two competing theoretical 
accounts for these reactions are tested and the effects are shown to be 
due to consumers’ superior motivation to process context sensitive 
advertisements as opposed to an ease of processing rationale.  

Enhancing consumers’ levels of ad processing is vital for com-
panies that aim to make enduring impressions on their target custom-
ers.  To do so, firms often employ tactics that encourage consumers to 
process a stimulus in greater detail than they might otherwise.  These 
tactics commonly fall under the rubric of “attention-getting devices” 
(e.g., Broniarczyk and Gershoff 2003; Gardner 1983).  One such 
tactic that consumers are seeing more often in advertising settings 
is a practice referred to as “contextual advertising” (e.g., Ciaramita, 
Murdock, and Plachouras 2008) or “context-sensitive advertising” 
(e.g., Hristova and O’Hare 2001; hereafter CSA).  In general, CSA 
refers to the practice of placing ads within a contextual environment 
in which the text and images (i.e., theme) of both tend to be mutually 
relevant (e.g., Ciaramita et al. 2008).  For instance, since 1989 An-
heuser Busch has used its “Bud Bowl” series of ads during the NFL 
season.  These TV ads are shown during professional football games 
and feature animated beer cans playing a championship game where 
either Bud or Bud Light wins in a dramatic fashion.  More recently, 
news reports on the just completed electoral season were peppered 
with political campaign-style ads for Toyota Corolla, which suppos-
edly “approved this message.”  The premise behind CSA is that con-
sumers are more likely to pay attention to the ad if its thematic focus 
matches the context in which it appears (Lee and Mason 1999).       

CSA is increasingly being utilized across a variety media 
channels including television, print, and the Internet (e.g., Bronner 
and Neijens 2006; Kenny and Marshall 2000).  For example, part 
of Google’s phenomenal success in banner advertising placement 
(based on a product called AdSense that competes with Yahoo!’s 
Content Match and Quigo’s AdSonar) has been attributed to includ-
ing context sensitive algorithms in its ad placement system (e.g., 
Feng, Bhargava, and Pennock 2007), an implicit acknowledgment 
that even in the web domain control over the consumer-marketer 
dyad rests with the former and innovative ways to change that are 
highly valued.  Further, several communications companies that cre-
ate syndicated news stories also offer to place tailored advertisements 
from firms selling products related to the story.  In one illustrative 
case, a story about dentistry was distributed to TV stations along with 
an ad from Procter & Gamble for their Crest toothpaste, to be placed 
immediately after news stations ran that story (Saunders 2001).  In 

Japan, one of the four major broadcasting networks has been recently 
testing “context-linked ads” that are placed in the middle of various 
TV dramas and feature actors and storylines straight out of those 
shows, making it difficult for consumers to separate promotion from 
entertainment (Chozick 2006).  CSA thus refers to two distinct strate-
gies.  The first is the well known approach of matching the product 
category with the editorial context (e.g., the toothpaste ad with the 
dentistry story).  The second is adjusting the ad theme to match the 
editorial context (e.g., the Budweiser ad featuring animated, football-
playing beer cans).  As the application of CSA across media outlets 
continues to expand (e.g., Lee and Jun 2007), consumers’ reactions 
to these tactics seems warranted.  .  

Our research predicts consumers’ cognitive and attitudinal reac-
tions to CSA based on extant theories in the field.  We propose that 
while CSA may enhance consumers’ processing, its effect on their 
attitudes may not always favor the advertised brand.  Specifically, 
we hypothesize that while a high degree of congruity between the 
ad’s theme and its context may indeed increase attention, consumers’ 
attitudes will depend upon the match between the ad’s theme and the 
product category being advertised.  This second aspect of congru-
ity has largely been overlooked by those investigating the effects of 
CSA.    

From a more general perspective, the study of context effects in 
advertising is not new to consumer researchers.  For instance, prior 
research has examined how consumers’ involvement with and liking 
of an ad’s context affects message effectiveness (e.g., Dahlén 2005; 
Pavelchak, Antil, and Munch 1988; Shapiro, MacInnis, and Park 
2002) and how context-induced moods affect processing (e.g., Ayles-
worth and MacKenzie 1998).  Context effects have also been studied 
in terms of how fit between context and advertising might influence 
message effectiveness (e.g., Dahlén et al. 2008; Russell, Norman, 
and Heckler 2004).  Russell et al. (2004), for example, explore the 
idea of connectedness (in a television realm) in terms of relatedness 
between program plot and product placements within that program.  
Similarly, Moorman, Neijens, and Smit (2002) investigate the effects 
of congruity between the product advertised and its context.  More 
recent research investigates how one commercial in a larger pod of 
ads might serve as the context for subsequent ads in that set (Lee and 
Labroo 2004).  Our re-inquiry extends prior research by investigating 
two levels of fit that remain simultaneously unexplored by analyzing 
the combined effects of congruity between an advertisement’s theme 
and its media context on the one hand and between the ad’s theme 
and the product being advertised on the other.  Across multiple stud-
ies, we find that while consumers may pay more attention to CSA, 
their resulting attitudes depend on the fit between the context and the 
product being advertised. 


