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Text warnings against product placement are examined. Generally, an informational (versus normative) warning seems more effective

to mitigate product placement influence. However, for high self-monitors, a normative warning is more effective than an informational

warning. Importantly, brand recall is necessary to resist product placement. Persuasion knowledge is identified as mediator.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Product placement (pp) is a paid inclusion of brands in mass-

media programming (Balasubramanian 1994), for which persuasion 
knowledge (PK) (i.e., the knowledge people rely on to deal with a 
persuasion attempt) is not always activated (Friestad and Wright 
1994; Wei, Fischer, and Main 2008). The European Union (2009) 
authorized pp on the condition that this covert practice is clearly 
identified to viewers. Hence, research on warnings for pp becomes 
important in the marketing and public policy domain. In this respect, 
it is essential to test which types of warnings are most effective (for 
which types of persons). Moreover, resistance is a conscious process, 
requiring cognitive resources (Campbell and Kirmani 2000). Hence, 
consumers must consciously recall/recognize the brand for resistance 
to occur. Moreover, brand recall reflects attention to the placed brand, 
which might increase its accessibility in viewers’ minds, increasing 
their likelihood of choosing the brand (Van Kerckhove, Vermeir, and 
Geuens 2011). Consequently, we hypothesize that purchase intent is 
higher with than without brand recall, when no (effective) warning 
is provided. Therefore, we also consider brand recall in this research.

A number of researchers has proven the importance of explicitness 
in warnings (i.e., “the specificity or detail with which potential injury 
consequences are described” (Laughery et al. 1993, p.598) to increase 
warning effectiveness, mostly in the context of product hazards (e.g., 
Trommelen 1997; Frantz 1994). In the subtle and less dangerous con-
text of pp, explicitness in a warning can perhaps counterbalance the 
subtleness of pp as a persuasion tactic, making the tactic’s ulterior mo-
tive more salient. As such, a text warning, containing information about 
pp, may be effective to activate PK and hence, to enable resistance. 

In Study 1 (N=119), we investigated the effectiveness of a text 
warning to enable viewers to counteract pp influence on their purchase 
intent. We manipulated warning presence (text warning: yes vs. no) 
and measured brand recall. A two-way ANOVA revealed two signifi-
cant main effects, which were qualified by an interaction effect. Spe-
cifically, when the brand is recalled, purchase intent is significantly 
lower in case of a text warning versus no warning. When the brand is 
not recalled, no resistance is found. Furthermore, only in the control 
group, brand recall led to higher purchase intent than no recall.

In some occasions, warnings can lead to reactance against the 
warning itself (Bushman 1998; Bushman and Stack 1996). Reac-
tance theory (Brehm 1966) states that when a person feels obliged to 
adopt an opinion or certain behavior, he could perceive his freedom 
to be constrained, making him more likely to react against the com-
municator. In our case, a warning that is perceived as more stringent, 
would then be less effective. Consequently, it seems important to 
identify a potential moderator of the effectiveness of text warnings 
that drives potential reactance. 

To this end, we investigated in Study 2 (N=86) whether the type 
of social influence comprised in a warning (i.e., informational ver-
sus normative warning) can moderate the effectiveness of text warn-
ings. Normative warnings can be perceived as more stringent, since 
they contain norms and expectations of a certain group, compared to 
informational warnings, which contain pure objective information. 
Consequently, we hypothesize that normative warnings are less ef-
fective than informational warnings to counteract pp influence. 

 A between-subjects design with three conditions (no vs. infor-
mational vs. normative warning) was set up. An ANOVA (warning x 

brand recognition) revealed a significant interaction effect. In case of 
brand recognition, an informational warning significantly deteriorated 
purchase intent compared to no warning. No significant differences 
were found between the other conditions. So, although there is an in-
dication that an informational warning is more effective than a nor-
mative warning in comparison with no warning, no direct difference 
between both warnings is found. Without brand recognition, we found 
no significant differences. Again, only in the control group, brand rec-
ognition entailed more purchase intent than no recognition. Moreover, 
an ANOVA on PK-activation revealed only two significant main ef-
fects. Brand recognition led to more PK than no recognition. More-
over, both warnings entailed more PK-activation than no warning. No 
significant difference is found between both warnings. Furthermore, 
we wanted to explore whether PK-activation drives the effectiveness 
of these warnings to resist pp influence compared to a situation without 
warning. Since no direct difference was found between both warnings 
on purchase intent and PK-activation, we constructed a new variable, 
coded as warning - including both the informational and normative 
warning - versus no warning. Bootstrap analysis (Preacher and Hayes 
2004) shows evidence for mediation by PK-activation of the diminish-
ing effect of warnings (versus no warning) on purchase intent in case 
of brand recognition.

A last issue that we consider, is which type of social influence in 
a warning is most effective for which type of person? With regard to 
social influence, self-monitoring is a relevant personality variable to 
contemplate. High self-monitors are more sensitive to others’ expec-
tations and norms (Snyder 1974), making us assume that they will be 
less likely to react against a normative warning than low self-moni-
tors. Hence, for high self-monitors, a normative warning is expected 
to be more effective than an informational warning. 

In Study 3 (N=109), we manipulated social influence (informa-
tional vs. normative warning), measured self-monitoring (Lennox 
and Wolfe 1984) and only considered those people who recalled the 
brand. A two-way ANOVA revealed a significant interaction effect. 
For high self-monitors, a normative warning seems to be more effec-
tive than an informational warning to resist pp influence on purchase 
intent, whereas no difference is found between the two warnings for 
low self-monitors.  

This research has both theoretical and practical contributions. 
First, it reveals the important role of brand recall/recognition in both 
persuasion as well as resistance processes of pp. Second, resistance 
can be triggered by a text warning. However, we recommend to con-
sider both the type of social influence comprised in the warning and 
the type of group the warning is targeted to. Popular blockbusters 
could for example attract more high self-monitors than alternative 
movies. 
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