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ABSTRACT
Even though advertising creativity has shown to be of impor-

tance for advertising effectiveness little research has tested it in re-
lation to other marketing strategies. This paper explores the effects 
of advertising creativity (high/low) at different price levels (high/
medium/low). The results suggest that creativity has greatest impact 
at low price levels.

INTRODUCTION
In this paper we investigate the impact of perceived advertising 

creativity and price information on advertising effectiveness. More 
specifically, we investigate if the effects of ad creativity found in 
previous research hold up when price information is communicated 
in the same advertisement. In so doing we combine advertising 
creativity research (e.g., Sasser and Koslow 2008) with the literature 
on soft-sell vs. hard-sell in advertising (e.g., Okazaki, Mueller, and 
Taylor 2010), thereby contributing novel perspectives to both sets of 
literature.

Advertising creativity is at the heart of the advertising industry. 
The effects of advertising creativity on brands are fairly well 
documented (for a review see Sasser and Koslow 2008). Creative 
advertisements, defined as ads that consumers perceive as novel yet 
relevant, have been shown to enhance advertising effectiveness in 
two ways: directly by signaling effort and ability on behalf of the 
sender (e.g., Dahlén, Rosengren, and Törn 2008; Rosengren and 
Dahlén, 2012) and indirectly by enhancing ad processing (e.g., 
Smith, Chen, and Yang 2008; Till and Back 2005). More specifically, 
the direct (signaling) effects occur as consumers interpret advertising 
creativity as a sign of product and brand quality whereas the indirect 
effects occur based on enhanced processing having a positive effect 
primarily on brand awareness and knowledge. Less research has, 
however, been conducted with regards to the effects of advertising 
creativity on sales. In fact, when purchase intentions have been 
included (as indicators of potential sales effects) the results are 
inconsistent (Smith et al. 2008). As a consequence, although the 
signaling and processing effects of advertising creativity have 
received rather consistent empirical support, any purchase effects of 
ad creativity are less known.

In part, this can be explained based on the common distinction 
made by both researchers and practitioners between hard-sell and 
soft-sell advertising (e.g., Okazaki et al. 2010). The distinction 
reflects what seems to be a common belief that advertising can be 
crafted either to boost sales or to build a brand. Hard-sell advertising 
typically encourages a quick sale, usually boosted by different price 
promotions, whereas soft-sell advertising focuses on building brand 
with more subtle and indirect creative solutions (Okazaki et al. 2010). 
Given this distinction it is not surprising that advertising creativity 
research has mainly focused on branding rather than purchase effects. 
Advertising creativity has thus mainly been investigated in terms of 
soft-sell and consequently no price information has been included 
in the ads used to study its effects. In this research we are interested 
in whether the effects of advertising creativity hold up when price 
information is included.

In the current study we make two contributions to advertising 
creativity research. First, we add price as a factor in more or less 
creative advertisements and second, we study purchase effects 
in addition to the previously documented signaling and branding 

effects. Our research thereby answers calls for more research on the 
potential moderating effects of advertising creativity (e.g., Yang and 
Smith 2009; Sasser and Koslow 2008). It also offers a first step to 
test advertising creativity in relation to price promotions and thus 
pit two long-standing advertising strategies against each other (Yang 
and Smith 2009).

SIGNAL EFFECTS OF CREATIVITY AND PRICE
Research on marketing signals shows that the very employment 

of various marketing elements, such as warranties (long-lasting) 
or advertising investments (high confidence), sends signals that 
consumers use in evaluating and selecting products (e.g., Boulding 
and Kirmani 1993; Kirmani and Rao 2000; Kirmani and Wright 
1989). The logic is that consumers implicitly associate certain 
marketing behaviors with a corresponding level of quality. Given 
that it might be hard to evaluate products up front, such signals are 
thus used to form opinions about brands and their offers.

Both advertising creativity and price have been found to function 
as marketing signals. When it comes to advertising, research has 
shown that advertising that consumers perceive as more expensive or 
“better” than average increases quality perceptions by signaling that 
the advertiser thinks the product is worth a greater effort (Ambler and 
Hollier 2004; Dahlén et al. 2008; Kirmani and Rao 2000). Making an 
effort in advertising implies that quality must be high; otherwise the 
firm would not recoup the expenditures.

When it comes to price, Rao and Monroe (1989) find a 
statistically significant relationship between product price and 
perceived quality. However, although a higher price typically signals 
higher quality (due to the consumer inferring from the higher price 
that the brand trades off current volume in exchange for future repeat 
purchases) they also point out that the strength of this relationship is 
highly dependent on the product itself. Later research has also found 
limited empirical evidence for price as a signal of quality (Gerstner 
1985; Kirchler, Fischer, and Holzl 2010). In fact, this latter research 
suggests that the price signal functions primarily in expensive 
categories. In low involvement, non-expensive categories the effect 
is not as pronounced or even non-existent.

In the current study we are investigating the effects of ad 
creativity and price in a low involvement setting. Thus in line with 
previous research on advertising creativity (Dahlén et al. 2008) and 
price (Gerstner 1985; Kirchler et al. 2010), we hypothesize that 
creativity will be a more potent advertising signal than price:

Hypothesis 1a: In a low-involvement setting, advertising cre-
ativity will have a signaling effect. More specifi-
cally, higher advertising creativity will lead to 
higher perceptions of product quality than lower 
advertising creativity.

Hypothesis 1b: In a low-involvement setting, price will not have 
a signaling effect. More specifically, there will 
be no difference in perceptions of product qual-
ity for different price levels.
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BRANDING EFFECTS OF CREATIVITY AND PRICE
Advertising creativity influences brand attitudes indirectly both 

by increased processing and ad liking (e.g., Smith et al. 2008) and 
by signaling higher quality with regard to the brand (e.g., Dahlén 
et al 2008). More specifically, consumers use their perceptions of 
creativity as a signal that the brand has put more effort and expense 
behind its ad and therefore consumers are likely to perceive the 
brand itself as of higher quality (e.g., Dahlén et al. 2008). Thus we 
expect advertising creativity to have a positive branding effect.

Research on price promotions usually measures the effect 
price reductions have on choice, perceived value, or perceptions of 
product quality (Yi and Yoo 2011). Very few studies have measured 
the effects on brand perceptions. One exception is Yi and Yoo (2011) 
who show that monetary sales promotions have a negative effect on 
brand perceptions in the long run. One reason might be that lowering 
prices signals that a brand produces weaker products (or else they 
would not have made a price reduction).

However, we believe that any negative effects on brand 
perceptions caused by a lower price might depend on the level of 
creativity in the advertisement. As consumers use different signals 
we think that under the low creativity condition a price reduction has 
a negative effect on brand evaluation, while in the high creativity 
condition it has a positive one. The reasoning stems from Darke 
and Chung (2005), who show that consumers might make negative 
inferences about a brand unless they have other assurances of its 
value. One such assurance could be creativity. Thus a lower price 
could (in the absence of other signals of assurance such as ad 
creativity) be taken as a signal of brand weakness, while under 
the creative condition (a signal of brand strength) it might have a 
positive effect on brand perceptions as consumers might reason that 
they get both a high quality product and the brand at a bargain price. 
Consequently, advertising creativity will have a greater branding 
effect at lower price points when the price in itself does not work as 
an assurance of brand and product quality.

In line with this reasoning we hypothesize that advertising 
creativity has a positive branding effect and that there is an interaction 
effect between creativity and price, which moderates the effect price 
has on brand perceptions.

Hypothesis 2a: In a low-involvement setting, advertising cre-
ativity will have a branding effect. More specifi-
cally, higher advertising creativity will lead to 
higher brand attitudes than lower advertising 
creativity.

Hypothesis 2b: In a low-involvement setting, there will be an 
interaction effect between price and advertis-
ing creativity. More specifically, lower price will 
have a positive effect on brand attitude under 
the high advertising creativity condition, but no 
effect under the low advertising creativity condi-
tion.

PURCHASE EFFECTS OF CREATIVITY AND PRICE
The studied effect of advertising creativity on purchase 

intentions has resulted in mixed conclusions (Smith et al. 2008). 
One explanation might be found in the above reasoning about how 
consumers use different signals to form an opinion and expectations 
about a brand. As creativity signals product quality and brand quality 
it is reasonable to believe that creativity should also have a positive 
effect on purchase effects. However, at a high price point consumers 

might draw the conclusion that the brand is more premium and thus 
they might expect a more creative advertisement. Consequently, if 
consumers are exposed to a higher price, advertising creativity might 
not be of such importance in their purchasing decisions. However, at 
a low price this signal of brand premium does not exist and consumers 
are left to form their opinions using other signals, making the 
creativity in the ad stand out more and thus having a stronger impact 
on the consumers’ purchase decisions. Thus we expect advertising 
creativity to have an effect on purchase intentions, but expect it to be 
significantly stronger at lower price ranges. Furthermore, although 
price cannot be expected to influence quality (hypothesis 1b) and 
have a mixed effect on brand attitude (hypothesis 2b), it should affect 
purchase intentions positively in the short term as consumers should 
be more prone to buy at a lower price. This has also been found in 
previous studies (see Yi and Yoo 2011 for a table of the relevant 
studies).

Thus, we hypothesize that advertising creativity and price 
will have a purchase effect. In addition, we argue that there is an 
interaction between creativity and price which implies that the 
effect of advertising creativity will be strongest at a low price point. 
More specifically, although a low price will be attractive in terms of 
purchase, it will not bring any quality or branding benefits. Given 
that advertising creativity has been found to have such benefits, we 
would expect the effects of creativity to be most important at low 
price points.

Hypothesis 3a: In a low-involvement setting, advertising cre-
ativity will have a purchase effect. More spe-
cifically, higher advertising creativity will lead 
to higher brand purchase intentions than lower 
advertising creativity.

Hypothesis 3b: In a low-involvement setting, price will have a 
purchase effect. More specifically, a lower price 
will lead to higher brand purchase intentions 
than a higher price.

Hypothesis 3c: In a low-involvement setting, there will be an 
interaction effect between price and advertising 
creativity. More specifically, advertising creativ-
ity will have a stronger effect on purchase inten-
tions at lower rather than higher prices.

METHOD
The hypotheses were tested in an experimental study using 

a 2 (high/low creativity) * 3 (high/medium/low price) design. In 
addition, to avoid idiosyncratic effects two product categories were 
used.

We chose two different low-involvement products (chewing 
gum and bottled water) for the study. The reason is that we wanted the 
respondents to be familiar with the category and to have a preexisting 
knowledge of the reference price, something that is helped by using a 
frequently purchased item. In a pretest, 31 respondents of the target 
population rated their price perceptions (1 = very cheap – 7 = very 
expensive) for various prices in both categories. Three price levels 
corresponding to low (mean approx. 2.0), normal (mean approx. 
4.0), and high (mean approx. 6.0) price points were identified in each 
category.

To make sure that preexisting knowledge of the brands 
did not interfere we used unknown (foreign) brands. We then 
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let a professional advertising producer develop two new print 
advertisements (low and high creativity) for each brand. A pretest 
with 33 respondents of the target population rated the creativity (1 
= not at all creative – 7 = very creative) of the low and high creative 
solutions. To measure creativity we thus relied on the judgment of 
both an advertising professional and a sample of consumers. There 
was a significant difference between the low and high version for 
both bottled water (low mean = 2.21, high mean = 3.70, p < .01) 
and chewing gum (low mean = 2.48, high mean = 4.78, p < .01). We 
then included the three different price levels in the advertisement, 
summing up to six different conditions for each category. Both 
categories were collapsed and analyzed together.

Participants for the main study were recruited by intercept at 
a metropolitan commuter train station. The location was selected to 
enable a broad variety of ages, genders, and backgrounds. Also, print 
advertising is commonly present in this environment, which makes 
it suitable for our study.

Incomplete questionnaires and participants who had no 
familiarity (based on previous purchase behavior) with the product 
categories were excluded from our analysis. We also ensured that 
respondents in both creative conditions actually perceived the ads as 
more (less) creative. That led to 259 complete questionnaires over the 
six conditions, with cell sizes ranging from 33-53. The respondents 
were between 16 and 74 years old (mean 33) and 67 percent were 
women. The female overrepresentation was not intentional, but 
rather a consequence of women being more prone to respond, 
something that is common in this kind of research. We included both 
age and gender as covariates in our analysis to check for possible 
bias. We also measured category familiarity with the question “How 
often do you purchase a brand in this product category” with a four-
point scale ranging from “once a week” to “less than once a month”. 
We also included this variable as covariate in our analysis.

Product quality was measured in terms of respondents’ 
agreement with the statement “I consider the [product] to be of high 
quality” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Brand attitudes 
were measured using three items measured on 7-point semantic 
differential:  dislike/like, bad/good, and negative/positive impression 
(Cronbach’s alpha = .92). Purchase intentions were measured in 
terms of respondents’ agreement with the statement “I want to buy 
[brand]” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). We also added 
control questions for advertising creativity and price perception (in 
the same way as in the pretests) in order to test the stimuli. Thus 
we used consumers own perceptions of creativity and price levels to 
define and control our stimuli.

RESULTS
We first checked the data to ensure that the stimuli conditions 

were fulfilled. A t-test showed that there was a significant difference 
between the high and low advertising creativity conditions (Mhigh 

creativity = 5.09, Mlow creativity = 2.21, p < .01). A one-way ANOVA also 
confirmed significant differences between the three price conditions 
(Mhigh price = 4.77, Mmedium price = 3.79, Mlow price = 2.69, p < .01 for all 
differences).

To test our hypotheses we ran a multivariate analysis of 
variance (MANOVA) on product quality, brand attitude, and 
purchase intentions with our manipulations as factors. To control 
for confounding effects we included category familiarity, age, 
and gender as covariates. See table 1. The overall results revealed 
significant main effects for both advertising creativity F(3,224) = 
9.97,Wilks’ lambda = .88, p < .01 and price level F(6,448) = 2.43, 
Wilks’ lambda = .93, p < .05.

Hypothesis 1a states that in a low-involvement setting 
advertising creativity will function as a signal of product quality. 
This is confirmed by the data as advertising creativity has a positive 
effect on product quality (Mhigh creativity = 4.57, Mlow creativity = 4.09, F = 
9.49, p < .01). Hypothesis 1b states that in a low-involvement setting 
price will not function as a signal of quality. This is also supported 
by the data (Mhigh price = 4.22, Mmedium price = 4.29, Mhigh price = 4.47, F = 
.86, ns).

Hypothesis 2a states that in a low-involvement setting, higher 
advertising creativity will lead to better brand attitudes then lower 
advertising creativity. This is supported by the data as advertising 
creativity has a significant positive effect on brand attitude (Mhigh 

creativity = 4.99, Mlow creativity = 4.25, F = 30.11, p < .01). Hypothesis 2b 
states that in a low-involvement setting, there will be an interaction 
effect between price and advertising creativity and that lower 
price will have a positive effect on brand attitude under the high 
ad creativity condition, but no effect under the low ad creativity 
condition. The interaction effect found support in the MANOVA 
analysis (F = 3.05, p < .05). We then split the data between the high 
and low creativity conditions and ran a one-way ANOVA to test price 
on brand attitude in each condition. The hypotheses were supported 
as price was shown to have a positive effect on brand attitude under 
the high advertising creativity condition (F = 4.69, p < .01) and no 
significant effect under the low advertising creativity condition (F 
= .66, ns).

Hypothesis 3a states that in a low-involvement setting higher 
advertising creativity will lead to higher brand purchase intentions 
than lower advertising creativity. This is confirmed by the data as 
advertising creativity has a positive effect on purchase intentions 
(Mhigh creativity = 3.89, Mlow creativity = 3.31, F = 7.75, p < .01). Hypothesis 
3b states that in a low-involvement setting a lower price will lead 
to higher brand purchase intentions than a higher price. This is 
also supported by the data (Mhigh price = 3.31, Mmedium price = 3.51, Mhigh 

price = 3.99, F = 3.67, p < .05). Hypothesis 3c states that in a low-
involvement setting, there will be an interaction effect between 
price and advertising creativity and advertising creativity will have 
a stronger effect on purchase intentions at lower rather than higher 
prices. Both a visual observation and the data points in this direction 
but we did not find significant support for this (F = 2.05, ns).

DISCUSSION
This paper set out to investigate the effects of perceived 

advertising creativity and price information in advertising. More 
specifically, we investigated the signaling, branding, and purchase 
effects of advertising creativity at different price points. In line 
with our hypotheses, advertising creativity was found to have 
positive effects on perceived product quality, brand attitudes, and 
brand purchase intentions regardless of price level. In line with 
our expectations price level also was found to affect brand attitude 
(in the high creativity condition) and brand purchase intentions. 
Furthermore, the results give support to our proposition that ad 
creativity is most important at a low price point as indicated by a 
significant interaction effect on brand attitude.

The current study contributes to research on marketing signals 
(e.g., Boulding and Kirmani 1993; Kirmani and Rao 2000; Kirmani 
and Wright 1989) by showing that advertising creativity is a more 
potent signal of brand quality than price in a low involvement setting. 
Price thus seems to have little effect on perceived product quality in 
a low-involvement advertising setting. This is in line with previous 
research (Gerstner 1985; Kirchler et al. 2010). However, our research 
shows that at the same time, price has an impact on brand attitude 
and purchase intentions, especially under a high creativity condition. 
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This has managerial implications as marketers have to be aware about 
the signals they provide to the consumers. Apparently, consumers 
use both price and ad creativity in order to make judgments about the 
product and the brand. Future research should explore these results 
further and potentially add other marketing signals such as brand 
name (Erdem and Swait 1998) or advertising expenditures (Kirmani 
and Rao 2000) to advance knowledge further.

This research also adds to the literature on hard- vs. soft-sell 
advertising appeals, which has been debated in the advertising 
industry for over a century and has gained new attention recently 
(e.g., Modig, Dahlén and Colliander forthcoming; Okazaki et al. 
2010). It sheds some light on the possible managerial dilemma of 
choosing between a creative and a sales-focused advertisement. 
The results suggest that marketers might have to pay even more 
attention to the creative design of their ads when offering a price 
reduction. This notion challenges the traditional distinction between 
price promotion (hard) and creativity (soft) and has implications for 
advertising practice. Creativity might be even more important when 
employed on an advertisement with low price. This might explain 
why previous research has found conflicting results when measuring 
advertising creativity’s impact on purchase intentions (Smith et al. 
2008). The distinction between high and low price, as well as high 
and low involvement and brand position (budget vs. premium), could 
be included in future advertising research in order to shed more light 
on these results.

This paper is one step in the pursuit to investigate the combined 
effects of different marketing signals in advertising. The findings 
correspond with recent research on adverting signals that shows that 
consumers’ perceptions of how much effort and expense a brand puts 
into its advertising influence their attitude to and interest in the brand 
(Modig, Dahlén and Colliander forthcoming). Both these findings 
and the results from the current study suggest that brands that focus 

too much on hard-sell advertising might harm the brand equity in the 
long run. By pitting advertising creativity against price promotions 
this research suggests that the best strategy both to increase sales and 
to keep brand equity might not be to choose between the two, but to 
combine them.
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