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Exploding Turkeys and shattered reporters:  
Comparative Ads and Their Unintended Affective Consequences 

Ozge Yucel-Aybat, Pennsylvania State University at Harrisburg, USA
Thomas Kramer, University of South Carolina, USA

ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Comparative ads, in which marketers “identify their competi-

tors directly or by clear implication,” are becoming more popular 
in media (Roggeveen, Grewal and Gotlieb 2006). Frequently, when 
marketers compare their brands to others, they show comical situ-
ations in which misfortunes befall those consumers who are using 
competitors’ brands instead of theirs. For instance, in AT&T’s “Ex-
ploding Turkey” commercial, we see a house destroyed by an ex-
ploding deep-fried turkey since the owner who did not have AT&T 
service could not be reached on time to be notified of the danger. In 
another commercial, misfortunes befall reporters, who do not have 
AT&T service and could not be warned that they were standing in a 
blast zone. We propose that when marketers show unfortunate events 
happening because of using the wrong or a competitor’s product, 
they may incidentally invoke “schadenfreude,” defined as a mali-
cious pleasure at the misfortunes of others, which in turn will impact 
consumers’ purchase intentions and attitudes.

Comparative (vs. noncomparative) ads have been shown to 
generate positive consumer responses (Grewal et al. 1997). Mod-
erators, such as comparative valence of framing (Jain et al. 2007) 
and consumer-related variables such as need for cognition (Polyorat 
and Alden 2005) have been identified. Surprisingly, research to date 
has examined the impact of comparative ad appeals without taking 
consumers’ affective reactions into account. However, persuasive 
messages used in advertisements have been shown to elicit affec-
tive reactions that may mediate consumers’ attitudes and behaviors 
(Holbrook and Batra 1987). Schadenfreude appears particularly rel-
evant in comparative advertisements because these ads often depict 
the unfortunate failures of competitors’ brands. Thus, in the current 
research, we examine schadenfreude as an incidental emotional re-
sponse elicited by comparative ads and investigate its impact on atti-
tudes and purchase likelihood. Further, we suggest that the effects of 
schadenfreude may not be uniform for everyone and an individual’s 
competitiveness is an important antecedent of incidental schaden-
freude. 

 In study 1, participants were presented with the storyboard of a 
digital camera (XYZ) and their competitiveness level was measured. 
In the comparative ad condition, brand XYZ compared itself to a 
cheaper brand by showing the competitor brand fail; in the noncom-
parative ad condition no competitor was mentioned. Results revealed 
a significant two-way interaction between ad type and competitive-
ness on schadenfreude (β = .500, t = 2.335, p < .05). More com-
petitive individuals were likely to feel greater levels of incidental 
schadenfreude when exposed to comparative versus noncomparative 
ads (Mcomparative = 3.67, Mnoncomparative = 2.87, t = 2.128, p < .05). Also, 
more (vs. less) competitive participants experienced greater levels 
of schadenfreude in the comparative ad condition (Mmore_competitive = 
3.67, Mless_competitive = 2.77, t = 2.287, p < .05). Moreover, ad type did 
not have any significant effect on schadenfreude for less competitive 
participants.

Study 2 introduced a boundary condition by investigating the 
impact of brand status and shows that higher- (vs. lower-) status 
brands invoke greater levels of incidental schadenfreude in their 
comparative (vs. noncomparative) ads. Brand status was manipulat-
ed by portraying Mercedes (vs. Kia) as the advertiser in the higher-
status (vs. lower status) brand condition. Results showed that more 

competitive participants felt more schadenfreude when they saw 
the comparative (vs. noncomparative) ad of the higher-status brand 
(Mcomparative = 4.44, Mnoncomparative = 1.73, t = 4.358, p < .01). However, 
level of schadenfreude of less competitive participants did not signif-
icantly differ according to ad type. Consistent with study 1, more (vs. 
less) competitive participants felt more schadenfreude in the higher-
status brand condition (Mmore_competitive = 4.44, Mless_competitive = 3.43, t = 
1.7564, p = .08). There were no significant results in the lower-status 
brand condition (β = 0.281, t = 0.674, p > .50).

In study 3, we explored the effect of incidental schadenfreude 
on the downstream implications of attitudes and purchase likelihood. 
Participants in the comparative ad condition were presented with the 
storyboard for a deodorant in which a higher-status (vs. lower-status) 
brand compared itself to another brand by showing the misfortunes 
happening to the person who bought the competitor brand. No com-
parisons were used in the noncomparative ad condition. The analysis 
revealed a significant three-way interaction on purchase likelihood 
(β = 1.510, t = 3.396, p = .001). Consistent with the results of study 
2, more competitive individuals experienced greater schadenfreude 
when exposed to the comparative ad of the higher-status brand. As a 
result, they were more likely to buy the advertised product (Mcompara-

tive = 4.93, Mnoncomparative = 3.76, t = 2.63, p < .01). However, purchase 
likelihood of less competitive individuals did not significantly differ 
according to ad type. A moderated mediation analysis demonstrated 
that schadenfreude was the mediator on purchase likelihood for the 
higher-status brand. Moreover, the mediating effect was valid for 
more competitive but not for less competitive participants. Inciden-
tal schadenfreude also mediated brand and ad evaluations such that 
more competitive individuals had more positive attitudes towards the 
brand and the ad when exposed to the comparative ad of the higher-
status brand. 

Study 4 manipulated level of competitiveness and investigated 
a way to persuade less competitive consumers to buy the advertised 
product in a comparative ads. Research has indicated that schaden-
freude may heighten individuals’ anticipation of misfortunes happen-
ing to them (Kramer, Yucel-Aybat and Lau-Gesk 2011). Therefore, in 
this study, we reassure participants that the misfortunes shown in the 
ad will not happen to them if they buy the advertised brand, and thus 
encourage them to feel higher levels of schadenfreude. An ANOVA 
on purchase likelihood revealed a three-way interaction among the 
predictor variables (F(1, 126) = 7.222, p < .01). As expected, reas-
surance encouraged less competitive participants to buy more in the 
higher-status brand condition (Mreassurance = 4.56, Mno_reassurance = 3.50, 
F(1, 126) = 9.393, p < .01). However, the purchase likelihood of 
more competitive participants did not significantly differ whether 
reassurance was present or absent. Moreover, schadenfreude medi-
ated purchase likelihood for less competitive participants and not for 
more competitive participants when reassurance was present.
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