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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
The most common reason for an ad that is frequently repeated to 

become annoying is that ads are not an integral part of the audience’s 
activities, and more specifically, of the audience’s communicational 
activity (e.g. Edwards, Li and Lee 2002). This may also reduce evalu-
ations of the advertised brand (Wang and Calder 2006). But not in 
all situations is ad repetition irritating to the same extent. Aaker and 
Bruzzone (1985) found that the most irritating ads were those that 
featured women’s hygiene products or underwear, and hemorrhoid/
laxative products, while the least irritating categories were shampoo, 
snacks, and cold remedies. This finding can be explained in terms of 
personal relevance: Women’s products are relevant only to the female 
part of the sample, and so the male part of the sample finds them irri-
tating. By contrast, snacks, shampoo and cold remedies are relatively 
often consumed by both men and women, and therefore are much 
more relevant to the sample as a whole. Taking a communicational 
approach, we define an advertisement as a conversational element in 
the communication between advertiser and consumer. Grice’s Co-
operativeness Principle (1975) assumes that, being cooperative, the 
speaker makes an effort to be relevant, and the addressee assumes the 
speaker does so. When an ad interferes with a consumer’s activity, 
a non-cooperative mode of conversation may emerge between the 
consumer and the advertiser, generating justified annoyance. How-
ever, when faced with a need to make a consumption choice, the 
consumer’s attitude towards the ad changes if the ad is relevant to the 
decision. The consumer becomes a cooperative conversation partner 
and also sees the ad as such. Consequently the ad is no longer annoy-
ing and the same attributes which were deemed annoying when no 
choice was to be made, not only cease to be irritating but also come 
to be seen as conversationally contributing. Based on this logic we 
suggest that personal relevance of a product moderates the effect of 
ad repetition, such that when a product is irrelevant, repetition causes 
irritation, but when a product is relevant, the otherwise annoying ef-
fect of repetition turns into familiarity and liking and results in higher 
choice of products that are more frequently advertised.

METHOd
We tested our hypothesis in two experiments. Three products, 

pretested for personal relevance and familiarity, were used: Apples 
(high in both personal relevance and familiarity), baby formula (low 
in personal relevance and high in familiarity), and beets (moderate 
in personal relevance and low in familiarity). Two fictional ads were 
prepared for each product, resulting in six ads. Ad repetition rate was 
manipulated, for each product, by making one of the ads pop up fre-
quently (7 times) and the other one infrequently (3 times) during an 
article reading task. 

STudy 1
In Study 1, participants read an online article while ads repeat-

edly popped up. Personal relevance of the ads was manipulated with-
in subject (all participants were exposed to ads for apples (person-
ally relevant) and baby formula (personally irrelevant)) and between 
subjects (the personal relevance of beets, which was ambiguous due 
to its low level of familiarity, was manipulated between subjects by 
warning half of the participants that they will have to choose a brand 
of beets to prepare “the famous Russian Svekolnik Soup, which is 
mainly made of beets”). After reading the article with the popping 

ads, participants reported their annoyance with as well as their pref-
erences for the six fictitious brands. The results showed that for ir-
relevant products (baby formula and the low relevance condition of 
beets), the brands with frequently repeating ads were deemed more 
annoying (M=4.7) as well as less preferable (M=1.4) than the brands 
with infrequently repeating ads. However, this result flipped for rel-
evant products (apples and the high relevance condition of beets): 
In this case, brands that were frequently repeated were less annoy-
ing (M=3.7), and participants preferred them more in a choice task 
(M=1.8, F(1,78)=18.6,p<.001). See figure 1 below.

Figure 1:  The Moderating Effect of relevance on Positive 
Attitudes towards high and low frequency repetition of Ads for 

Apples, Baby Formula and Beets brands
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STudy 2
Using the same stimuli, in Study 2 we manipulated relevance 

within subjects in a two-stage experiment, with a three-week interval 
between the stages. In stage 1, all participants read an article while 
being exposed to the six ads with varying frequencies, and expressed 
their attitudes toward the six brands. The relevance manipulation 
came three weeks later, in stage 2. Half of the participants read an 
introduction inviting them to a russian Folklore Party, to which 
they were asked to bring a russian dish. They also saw a picture 
and a short recipe for the famous russian “Svekolnik” Soup. Par-
ticipants then had to choose one of the brands of beets they had seen 
in Stage 1. Following this they answered recall and attitudinal ques-
tions regarding all six products. The results showed that whereas in 
the first stage the beets brand that had been frequently repeated led to 
higher annoyance (M=4.64) than the infrequent beets ad (M=3.25), 
on Stage 2, choices of the same brand depended on the relevance 
manipulation. Namely, participants who did not read the invitation 
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indicated lower choice of the more frequently advertised brand, con-
sistent with their indications of annoyance regarding these brands in 
the first stage. However, participants exposed to the Russian folklore 
party invitation chose more the brand that had been more frequently 
advertised in stage 1 (Chi2=11.8,p<.03), that is, the same brand for 
which they had indicated higher annoyance in Stage 1.

Our results are consistent with research showing that it matters 
little if consumers instantly like or dislike an ad (Henderson 2007). 
One past pundit accurately phrased it: “It doesn’t matter what they 
say about you in the press, as long as they spell your name right.” 
The current work presents a new way of looking at advertising as a 
conversation: An ad is annoying when it violates the conversation-
al norm of relevance, but when it becomes pertinent to consumer 
needs, attitudes, or intentions, it becomes a piece of fruitful conver-
sation between the consumer and the marketer.
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