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Two experiments showed that when actor (observer) perspective is used in ad, participants with an ideal (ought) self indicates more

favorable attitudes toward the ad and the advertised product, and higher purchase intentions than do participants with an ought (ideal)

self. Thought analysis revealed the mechanism underlying the effects.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The effectiveness of visual communication depends on its 

stylistic properties (e.g., camera angle, orientation of an object, and 
visual perspective) (Yang et al. 2010). In this project, we will focus 
on the actor-like vs. observer-like visual perspective. An actor-like 
perspective assumes an active participant’s perspective while an 
observer-like perspective assumes a detached onlooker’s perspective 
to audiences (Libby et al. 2009). A growing body of research has been 
conducted in social psychology and social cognition to examine the 
effect of visual perspective on memory and attribution in the context 
of social event (Libby et al. 2009). With different visual perspectives 
so frequently adopted in marketing practice through camera angle 
(Meyers-Levy & Peracchio 1996), it would be interesting to study 
the impact of visual perspective on consumers’ product evaluations 
and behavioral intentions. Specifically, to what extent are the visual 
perspectives effective in persuading audiences? And what role does 
the audience’s self-concept (ideal vs. ought) play in the process? 
This project is designed to answer these questions. Drawing upon 
research from social cognition, self-concept, and visual processing, 
we predict that when an actor (observer) visual perspective is used 
to promote a product or service, participants with an ideal (ought) 
self will have more favorable evaluations than those with an ought 
(ideal) self. These predictions are tested in two experiments. 
Findings of the project will contribute to consumer research on visual 
communication and self concept and offer implications for creating 
marketing messages. 

Research has shown that different visual perspectives make 
people access different aspects of the information, which in turn 
affect their emotions (Hung & Mukhopadhyay 2012), interpretation 
of actions (Libby & Eibach 2002), and judgment and decision making 
(Jones & Nisbett 1972). For example, Hung & Mukhopadhyay (2012) 
found that an actor (observer) perspective makes consumers focus 
more on the situation (the self in the situation), which in turn elicits 
different emotions. This suggests that an observer’s perspective 
facilitates greater attention to the self whereas an actor’s perspective 
promotes greater attention to the situation. We predict further that 
such difference in actor-observer perspective may vary depending on 
different self-concepts, ideal vs. ought (Pham & Avnet 2004). 

Specifically, consumers with an ideal self are more likely to 
adopt a first-person or actor perspective, through which they are 
looking out at their surroundings through their own eyes. An actor-
like visual perspective will enable consumers with an ideal-self to 
project themselves into a situation or scenario, and understand the 
demands and constraints of an event. In advertising, the congruency 
between the actor perspective in the ad and consumers’ ideal-self will 
result in greater persuasiveness of the ad message. Similar reasoning 
can apply to the observer perspective and consumers’ ought self. 
We predict that, when an actor (observer) perspective is used in 
ad, participants with an ideal (ought) self indicate more favorable 
attitudes toward the ad and the advertised product, and higher 
purchase intentions than do participants with an ought (ideal) self.

Two experiments were designed to test the hypotheses using 
two different products, recycling program and online classes. Both 
studies used a 2 (Self: ideal vs. ought) ×2 (Visual perspective: actor 
vs. observer) between-subjects design. The visual perspective is 
manipulated through camera angle that is used to shot the ad image. 
For example, one print ad shows an observer perspective, in which 

the ad image portrayed someone watching an online lecture on a 
tablet PC; the other print ad shows an actor perspective, in which 
the ad image was shot from the viewer’s perspective such that the 
viewer is watching the online lecture him/herself. Self-concept 
is manipulated by asking participants to list their current and past 
hopes and aspirations for the ideal-self priming condition, and duties 
and obligations for the ought-self priming condition (Pham & Avnet 
2004). Three dependent variables, ad attitudes, product attitudes, and 
behavioral intentions were measured by multiple bipolar scales. For 
Study 2, participants’ thoughts were also collected and analyzed to 
reveal the mechanism underlying the effects. 

Hypotheses were tested by submitting the three dependent 
variables to a 2x2 ANOVA, respectively. A significant 2-way 
interaction effect emerged for all the tests. Contrast analysis revealed 
further that when an actor (observer) perspective was used in either 
recycling or online class ad, participants with an ideal (ought) 
self had more favorable attitudes toward the ad and the advertised 
product, and higher purchase intentions than did participants with 
an ought (ideal) self. Study 2 results replicated Study 1 results. In 
addition, analysis of self-focused vs. situation-focused thoughts 
offered evidence for the mechanism that underlies the effects. As 
expected, when an actor (observer) visual perspective was used, 
participants with an ideal (ought) self had a greater proportion of 
situation-focused (self-focused) thoughts than those with an ought 
(ideal) self.

Our findings contribute to the literature on visual processing 
and in particular, stylistic prosperities of visual images. We have 
shown that actor or observer visual perspectives used in an ad can 
be diagnostic and affect how viewers evaluate the product. Yang et al 
(2010) also revealed how camera angles, another stylistic property, 
affect consumers’ product evaluations. Taken together, this line of 
research has suggested that the persuasive power of ads often resides 
in pictorial depictions, which convey semantically meaningful 
concepts to consumers via their stylistic properties (Messaris, 1997; 
Scott & Batra, 2003). Our research findings also have implications 
for marketing practitioners. In light of the visual perspective x self-
concept interaction effect, advertisers need to be careful when it 
comes to decide on the visual perspective. The best approach is to 
consider which self is salient at the moment when visual perspective 
is presented. If an actor (observer) perspective is used in the ad, 
an ideal (ought) self should be activated in order to maximize the 
persuasive effects.  
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