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Watching a TV commercial with the goal of forming an impression of a product leads to higher product evaluations if there is a

tendency to process information verbally rather than visually. The reverse is true, however, when the goal in watching the commercial

is to describe it to someone else.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
When introducing a product with which consumers are unfamil-

iar, there are various strategic options a company can follow to adver-
tise it. The advertising can be fairly product-centric with the goal of 
getting consumers to form impressions of the product. Alternately it 
might focus on drawing attention to the ad to get people to talk about 
it – the assumption being that this “much talked about” advertising 
will have a positive effect on product evaluations. To understand how 
consumers react to such strategies, we examine how the processing 
goals they have (impression formation vs. communication) interact 
with their chronic styles of processing (tendency to process informa-
tion visually vs. verbally) to affect responses to advertising.   

Television commercials contain both visual and auditory com-
ponents. The visual component typically conveys a temporal se-
quence of events intended to grab attention and, sometimes, portrays 
conditions in which the advertised product might be used. The audi-
tory component typically describes the product’s benefits. We hy-
pothesized that individuals’ chronic tendency to process information 
visually or verbally (see Childers, Houston and Heckler 1985) can 
influence their evaluations of the products being advertised. How-
ever, the nature of this influence depends on their familiarity with the 
product being advertised and their goal in viewing the commercial. 
If the goal is to form an “impression,” verbalizers (who are natu-
rally predisposed to attend to the auditory portion of the commer-
cial that describes the product’s benefits) are likely to evaluate the 
product more favorably than visualizers. However, if the goal is to 
“communicate” and tell others about the ad, visualizers, (given their 
natural predisposition to form a detailed nonverbal representation of 
the sequence of events observed) are likely to make more favorable 
product evaluations than verbalizers. We expect these differences to 
hold only when the product being advertised is relatively unfamiliar, 
because with familiar products individuals are more likely to base 
their judgments on their a priori knowledge about its attributes. Such 
knowledge would obscure any differences in their responses to a 
commercial promoting the product.

Experiment 1 evaluated this hypothesis. We asked participants 
to view four TV commercials, two for familiar products and two 
for unfamiliar products. Some participants were told to form an im-
pression of the products in the commercials and were told that they 
would be asked to describe these impressions after viewing them. 
Others were told that we were interested in how people communicate 
information to others and that after viewing the commercials, they 
would be asked to describe the events they observed. After viewing 
the commercials, all participants wrote down either their impression 
of the product or a description of the events. Finally, they evaluated 
the products advertised and completed a style of processing scale that 
was used to categorize them as visualizers or verbalizers.

We expected that the interactive effects of processing goal and 
processing style implied by our hypothesis would be more evident 
when the products being advertised were unfamiliar than when they 
were familiar. Product evaluations were analyzed as a function of 
processing goal, processing style, and the familiarity of the prod-
uct being advertised. The data confirmed the implications of our hy-
pothesis. Specifically, the effects of processing style and processing 
goal on product evaluations depended on product familiarity, as evi-
denced by a 3-way interaction of these variables, F(1, 140) = 4.16, p 

< .05. Verbalizers evaluated unfamiliar products more favorably than 
visualizers under impression formation conditions (0.41 vs. -.06), 
but less favorably than visualizers in communication goal conditions 
(0.62 vs. 1.37). The interaction of processing style and processing 
goal implied by these differences was significant, F(1, 140) = 4.03, 
p < .05. However, the corresponding differences in evaluations of 
familiar products were negligible (F < 1).

  In a second experiment, we examined whether the time at 
which the goal is induced matters. Suppose individuals know at the 
time they view a commercial that they will later be asked to do some-
thing that requires a verbal encoding of it (e.g., write down their im-
pressions of the product or verbally describe what they saw). Likely, 
they will try to code both auditory and visual features of the com-
mercial linguistically at the time of viewing it, in a way consistent 
with the specific objective. If verbalizers are better able to encode 
things verbally than visualizers are, and if they use this coding as 
a basis for their later evaluations of the product, their evaluations 
may end up being relatively more favorable. On the other hand, sup-
pose individuals view a commercial without any specific objective in 
mind. Likely, they will pay less attention to the auditory description 
of the product’s features (which is not intrinsically interesting) rela-
tive to the visual images, and will form a nonverbally coded episodic 
model like that assumed by Wyer and Radvansky (1999). In this 
case, because visualizers should be better able to construct a detailed 
representation than verbalizers, if they are unexpectedly called upon 
to evaluate the product, and if they base their judgment on the impli-
cations of this representation, they should evaluate the product more 
favorably than verbalizers.

To assess this, experiment 2 manipulated the order in which the 
processing goals were induced. Participants were shown a commer-
cial for a familiar product and were given the impression formation 
or communication goal, either before or after seeing the ad. After 
providing the corresponding descriptions, they evaluated the product 
and completed a style of processing scale. The results support the hy-
pothesis: Verbalizers evaluated products more favorably than visual-
izers when they were given a processing objective at the outset (2.35 
vs. 1.34, respectively), but less favorably than visualizers when they 
had viewed the commercial with no particular goal in mind (1.31 
vs. 2.05). The interaction implied by this pattern of differences was 
significant, F(1, 106) = 4.30, p < .05, and did not depend on whether 
participants had a communication objective or an impression forma-
tion objective, F < 1.

 Collectively our results suggest that the strategy (getting 
people to talk about the ad vs. the product) that is optimal might 
depend very much on whether the audience consists of verbalizers or 
visualizers. 
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