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Recall and recognition for ads depend on ad typicality, but in very diverse ways. This research shows the advantage of being typical

(“fitting in”) in recall and the advantage of being atypical (“standing out”) in recognition, and how these crucially depend on the

duration of exposure.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Advertisers want to create memorable ads and brands. Develop-

ing ads that stand out from the crowd of other ads – that are “atypi-
cal” – is commonly believed to be an effective strategy to accomplish 
memorability (Goodstein 1993; Smith et al. 2007). Atypical ads are 
dissimilar from other ad exemplars in the advertised category, which 
makes them stand out more. Typical ads are similar to the prototype 
of the advertised category and hence to other ads for the same type 
of product, which should make them less memorable, is the general 
idea. 

The present research contests this idea. It aims to reconcile com-
peting theories on the memory effects of atypicality by introducing 
exposure duration as a crucial moderator. In practice, attention to ads 
is usually short, ranging from a brief glance up to a few seconds at 
most (Pieters and Wedel 2004). Yet, memory effects are often tested 
after surprisingly long ad exposures of up to 30 seconds (Heckler 
and Childers 1992; Lee and Ang 2003). Therefore, the question re-
mains largely unanswered whether atypical ads are more effective 
than typical ads across the short exposure durations common in real-
life. In fact, there is reason to believe that the effects of atypicality 
are qualitatively different at different points in time during exposure, 
even during such short durations. 

Furthermore, although it is acknowledged that recall and recog-
nition represent different memory processes (Krishnan and Chakra-
varti 1999), they seem to be used more or less interchangeably in ad 
research as indicators of memory strength. This research shows that 
recall and recognition are determined by ad typicality, contingent on 
exposure duration, but in very diverse ways. 

We distinguish between typical ads and two types of atypical 
ads, namely “mystery ads” and “false front ads”. Typical ads are 
similar to the prototype of the advertised category and dissimilar 
from the prototype of other categories (a car ad that shows a car on a 
mountain road). Mystery ads are dissimilar from the prototype of the 
advertised category and dissimilar from the prototype of other cat-
egories (a car ad that displays a selection of crystal sculptures in the 
shape of wild animals, with the headline “Luxury off-road”). Finally, 
false front ads are dissimilar from the prototype of the advertised 
category and similar to the prototype of another category (a car ad 
that pictures a couple of space suits hanging to dry on a clothesline, 
with the headline “Future proof”). 

The results of two experimental studies show that typical and 
false front ads are better recalled than mystery ads after brief ex-
posures, but not after long exposures. Due to their similarity to a 
prototype and other ad exemplars, the product category in typical 
and false front ads is immediately identified upon exposure to them, 
and this ad-category association facilitates retrieval (producing inac-
curate recall for false front ads, however). 

In contrast, recognition memory is higher for mystery and false 
front ads after long exposures, but not after brief exposures. Due to 
their dissimilarity from the category prototype, atypical ads are rec-
ognized with higher specificity than typical ads, but only after expo-
sures sufficiently long to process their distinctive features. 

In sum, the findings reveal the advantage of being similar to 
other ads (“fitting in”) in recall and the advantage of being dissimilar 
from other ads (“standing out”) in recognition, and the crucial role 
that exposure duration plays in these. Our theory and findings have 
important implications for ad development and ad testing.
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