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Varying the cognitive complexity of a marketing message and its medium affects recall. Four studies introduce the notion of Task

Difficulty Switching (TDS), demonstrate effects of greater recall in a TDS paradigm, and explore the underlying process of increased

cognitive flexibility stemming from TDS.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Change, it is often said, can do you good.  Whether it is the 

inspiration that comes to an artist after a change of scenery, the emo-
tions evoked from the changing dynamics of a powerful song, or the 
thrills that come with the changing twists and turns of a rollercoaster, 
breaking from a monotonous mold certainly has its benefits in a va-
riety of contexts.

In spite of the benefits change often brings in a variety of con-
texts, media strategy often encourages consistency between market-
ing executions and the media in which they are placed.  A comedic 
advertisement, for example, is likely best placed during a funny sit-
com while a serious or dramatic advertisement seems to fit when 
placed during a dramatic show.  While it may not seem wise to vary 
the tone of an advertisement and its medium, it seems possible that 
subtler features of an ad or its medium could integrate change to 
obtain potentially positive outcomes, such as greater recall of mes-
sage content.

In the current paper, we propose and demonstrate a novel ad-
vertising strategy – a process we label Task Difficulty Switching 
(TDS) – that relies on subtle changes in the cognitive complexity of 
advertisement content and the context in which those ads are placed 
to improve consumer recall of advertising information.

In study 1, we focus on the foundational hypothesis for the pres-
ent research: that TDS (vs. non-TDS) will increase the amount of 
information recalled from advertisements. We simultaneously exam-
ine the differential consequences of task switching and TDS. The 
design for study 1 was a 2 (Task difficulty: easy or difficult) x 2 
(Advertisement: easy or difficult) between subjects design. The first 
task in the alternating sequence was either a difficult or easy math 
question taken from a standardized test. An easy or difficult adver-
tisement followed the math question. We used print advertisements 
and manipulated difficulty by varying the typeface used in the ad 
(Song and Schwarz 2008). All other information (i.e., layout, visual 
images) was held constant. Participants (N=100) proceeded through 
three sets of alternating math questions and advertisements. After a 
five-minute distractor task, participants rated their attitudes toward 
the advertisements and listed any information they recalled from 
the advertisements. An ANOVA conducted with attitudes toward the 
advertisements revealed no significant main effects or interactions. 
However, an ANOVA with recall as the dependent variable revealed 
the hypothesized two-way interaction between the factors (F(1, 96) = 
8.18, p < .005). As hypothesized, participants in the TDS conditions 
recalled significantly more information than those in the non-TDS 
conditions (MTDS= 4.96, MNon-TDS = 3.41), an increase of nearly 45%. 

Study 2 was designed to replicate our prior findings in an exter-
nally valid context. Thus, instead of oscillating between math ques-
tions and advertisements, participants (N = 129) oscillated between 
written articles and advertisements. The articles were manipulated 
to be easy or difficult by changing figure-ground contrast. The ad-
vertisements used in study 2 were the same as those used in study 
1. The remaining procedure and measures were identical as those 
in study 1.  A 2 x 2 ANOVA conducted with recall as the dependent 
variable and article and advertisement difficulty as the independent 
variables revealed no significant main effects of advertisement or 
article; however, the hypothesized interaction between the two fac-
tors was significant (F(1, 125) = 6.22, p < .05). As in study 1, when 

participants read the easy articles, recall was higher for the difficult 
advertisement than the easy advertisement (M  Easy = 4.97, MHard = 6.31) 
by nearly 27%. In contrast, when participants read the difficult ar-
ticles, recall was higher for the easy advertisement than the difficult 
advertisement (M  Easy = 5.68, MHard = 4.72), a difference of 20%. 

The purpose of study 3 was to replicate the previous findings 
and to obtain support for our hypothesized process, specifically that 
attentional resources mediate the impact of TDS on recall. Forty-nine 
undergraduates viewed the three advertisements from the prior stud-
ies varying in their cognitive complexity depending on condition. 
We captured recall of the advertisement as before and also captured 
how much attention was paid to the target advertisement (the last ad-
vertisement viewed). This was collected through three measures (the 
amount of attention, time, and focus devoted to the advertisements). 
A 2 x 2 ANOVA revealed no main effects but did reveal the predicted 
interaction (F(1, 125) = 6.22, p < .05). When participants read the 
easy articles, recall was higher for the difficult advertisement than 
the easy advertisement (MEasy = 4.97, MHard = 6.31) by nearly 27%. 
In contrast, when participants read the difficult articles, recall was 
higher for the easy advertisement than the difficult advertisement (M -
Easy = 5.68, MHard = 4.72), a difference of 20%.  The impact of TDS on 
recall was significant, as was the impact of TDS on attention. Most 
importantly, a mediation analysis revealed a significant indirect ef-
fect of TDS on recall through attention (Hayes 2012), demonstrating 
support for our proposed underlying process.

The purpose of study 4 was to replicate the prior studies regard-
ing the effects of cognitive flexibility with a more simplified manipu-
lation than oscillating difficulty within a series of tasks: cognitive 
load. We employed a 2 (cognitive load: high or low) x 2 (advertise-
ments: easy or difficult) between subjects design. We conducted a 2 
x 2 ANOVA with cognitive load and advertisement difficulty as the 
independent variables and total recall as the dependent variable. As 
in the prior studies, neither of the main effects are significant; how-
ever, we do again get the hypothesized interaction (F(1, 119) = 4.95, 
p < .05). An analysis of the means (see Figure 4) shows that partici-
pants in the TDS conditions recalled significantly more information 
than those in the non-TDS conditions (MTDS = 4.84, MNon-TDS = 3.87). 
In fact, participants in the TDS conditions recalled nearly 25% more 
information.

Together four studies demonstrate support for the proposed 
TDS phenomenon: simply switching the cognitive complexity of the 
same task can enhance recall.
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