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This study distinguishes two types of metaphor (explicit vs. implicit) and examines potential influences associated with product type

and consumer differences in need for cognition (NFC). Experimental results indicate that, regardless of metaphor type, metaphors are

more effective than a non-metaphor. The results only hold for individuals with high NFC.
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Metaphors, as one of the rhetorical devices, are the very heart 

of the modern communication form in advertising. Instead of using 
literal and direct claim that a product possesses some attribute or 
benefit, metaphors are attention getting, arousing, affect inducing, 
and memorable. This article focuses on pictorial metaphors and pro-
poses two types of metaphor: explicit vs. implicit. The difference 
between explicit and implicit metaphors depends on whether or not 
the product’s likeness is incorporated into the metaphoric picture. 
An explicit metaphor is clear about the subject, and the viewer can 
clearly see the product for what it is in the pictorial metaphoric dis-
play. In an implicit metaphor, the product is not in the metaphoric 
illustration and may be depicted in a less prominent place in the ad, 
such as the bottom corner. The viewer must make an inference as to 
how the product fits into the theme of the metaphor. 

This article contributes to the evolving stream of research by 
comparing the potential impacts of two metaphors and identifies 
boundary conditions that influence the effectiveness of metaphor ad-
vertising. To be specific, this research demonstrates that the selection 
of explicit and implicit metaphor could be influenced by two vari-
ables: product type and need for cognition (NFC). Although these 
two variables are identified as influential in metaphor advertising 
in previous research, they were examined separately and were used 
to compare with a non-metaphor condition. A 3 (ad type: implicit 
metaphor vs. explicit metaphor vs. non-metaphor) X 2 (product type: 
hedonic vs. utilitarian) X 2 (NFC: low vs. high) between-subjects 
experiment was thus designed wherein individual differences in NFC 
were measured. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the 
conditions above. After successful manipulation checks, a series of 
analysis of variance were conducted to examine proposed hypoth-
eses. The results indicate that focusing on the comparison between 
two types of metaphor without considering other factors may be 
overly simplistic. Four observations are noteworthy. 

First, that the effects of metaphor type are contingent on indi-
vidual differences in NFC. This construct delineates the boundary 
conditions for the metaphor on persuasion. Some metaphor types 
work better on participants with high NFC. However, these differ-
ences did not emerge for participants low in NFC. This is consistent 
with previous advertising research (e.g., Hautvedt, Petty, and Ca-
cioppo, 1992) which indicated that low-NFC individuals’ attitudes in 
response to a persuasive message are less influenced by the message-
relevant cues.  

Second, in groups of consumers with high NFC, a strong in-
teraction between product type and metaphor type is observed. This 
study shows systematic effects on consumer responses by comparing 
two different product types: hedonic vs. utilitarian. The data from 
the current research lend support for resource-matching theory. Con-
sumers with high NFC show a more positive attitude and higher pur-
chase intentions in response to an explicit metaphor than an implicit 
metaphor when a product’s utilitarian value is highlighted. Ads using 
explicit metaphors help high NFC recipients to better structure and 
more easily organize the message information when the advertised 
product is utilitarian. The explicit execution of the product image fits 
into the rational appeal while the pleasure of the metaphoric process-
ing provides sufficient interest to arouse emotion. 

Third, an advantage of implicit metaphor on hedonic product 
promotion is found. Ads using implicit metaphors provide more 
opportunities for imagination, which fit into the nature of hedonic 
products. Therefore, ads using implicit metaphors are more likely 
to arouse favorable attitudes toward the advertised brand and higher 
purchase intention for hedonic products. 

Fourth, metaphor type does not matter to low NFC individu-
als, and only the superior effects of hedonic over utilitarian product 
are found. This finding is consistent with past research suggesting 
that low NFC individuals may be more prone to the influences of 
symbolic cues and avoid elaborative processing (Martin, Sherrard, 
and Wentzel, 2005). 

The obvious implication of the findings for academic research-
ers is that moderating variables must be considered in the study of 
the effectiveness of metaphor in advertising. The experiment report-
ed here offers insight for when different types of metaphor work. 
The findings substantiate the notion that the perceptual difference 
between explicit and implicit metaphors is significant for certain in-
dividuals but not for others, and product type moderates the effects 
of metaphor type. 

The findings also have important implications for the practice 
of advertising and marketing communication. Consideration of these 
two types of metaphor will prove valuable to advertisers that use—or 
are considering using—metaphors. In terms of message strategy, an 
ad message should, of course, convey product value. The current in-
vestigation provides guidance for practitioners to place the metaphor 
in the right place in the ad once the product type is determined. In 
addition to product type, another important contribution of this re-
search is the introduction of NFC into the investigation of metaphor 
advertising and its potential usefulness as a moderator of metaphor 
advertising, although cognition has been identified as influential in 
recent literature (Lagerwerf and Meijers, 2008). Clearly, advertisers 
who would like to employ metaphors in their ads cannot administer 
NFC scales to members of their target audience. However, such dif-
ficulty does not diminish the importance of understanding of how 
NFC affects metaphor processing. One can argue that the individual 
differences in NFC is tantamount to unplanned market segmenta-
tion, and that advertisers may improve advertising results through 
judicious ad placement because audiences with different degrees of 
NFC may have different media habits. For example, certain techni-
cal publications and information/news television programs may at-
tract audience groups with NFC more than cognitively undemanding 
programs (e.g., gossip magazines or comedy shows). Such de facto 
market segmentation may offer potential payoffs to advertisers who 
strive to discover and take advantage of the diversity of audience 
characteristics. 

This research suggests that not all metaphors are created equal, 
at least in terms of metaphoric type. When seeking the advantages 
that two types of metaphors (explicit and implicit) provide in ob-
taining and sustaining attention, advertisers should consider product 
type and individual differences in NFC. Such knowledge is useful 
to advertisers who are interested in maximizing the impact of their 
advertising dollars. 
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