The Effects of Contextual Priming

in Print Advertisements
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This study investigated one particular way that contextual materials can affect the
processing of ambiguous product information in print ads. It was proposed that
prior exposure to contextual factors can prime certain product attributes and sub-
sequently increase the likelihood that consumers interpret product information in
terms of these activated attributes, thereby affecting the evaluation of the adver-
tised brand. Two experiments were conducted to test the hypothesis, and the re-
sults demonstrated that specific attributes relevant to evaluating the advertised
brand varied in their accessibility as a function of the context and that these varia-
tions influenced brand attitudes.

P roduct information in ads can often be perceived
in several different ways. For example, if an ad
emphasizes that a piece of luggage is light, one might
conclude either that the bag will be easy to carry or
that the bag will not be durable. Interpretations of the
light weight as ease of handling would produce favor-
able brand evaluations, whereas interpretations as
low durability would yield unfavorable brand evalua-
tions. Because given information may have multiple
implications for the evaluation of the advertised
product, a question arises regarding what determines
the particular interpretation given to product infor-
mation with several possible meanings.

An answer to such a question may be found in the
research on priming effects, which demonstrates that
judgments are sensitive to the context in which they
are made (Herr 1989; Meyers-Levy 1989). Research-
ers have found that an ambiguous stimulus is often
interpreted in terms of the concepts that are primed
by contextual factors (Wyer and Srull 1981). These
findings suggest that ad context might determine how
ambiguous information in the ad is perceived. Here,
ad context refers to materials that precede or sur-
round the target ad, such as articles in magazines, ads
for other products, and station identifications on ra-
dio or television (Chook 1985; Soldow and Principe
1981).

*Youjae Yi is assistant professor of marketing at the School of
Business Administration, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI
48109-1234. This research was supported by grants from the Michi-
gan Business School and the DuPont Company. The author thanks
the three anonymous JCR reviewers for their helpful comments on
earlier versions of this article and Linda Gazewitz for her assistance
in data collection.

The present study investigates one particular way
that ad context may influence consumers’ processing
of ad information. It is proposed that contextual fac-
tors can affect the processing of product information
in the ad by priming certain attributes of the product
category. Specifically, contextual materials (e.g., a
magazine article on convenience) may activate par-
ticular product attributes (e.g., ease of handling) and
guide consumers’ interpretations of product informa-
tion (e.g., light weight). These interpretations may re-
sult in the formation or change of beliefs about the
advertised brand, thereby affecting consumers’ evalu-
ations of the advertised brand.

The purpose of this study is threefold. First, this re-
search investigates the priming effects of contextual
factors for a print ad, especially when the ad contains
ambiguous product information. The results should
be informative regarding how ad context can influ-
ence ad perception. Second, the process of priming
effects is examined. The accessibility of contextually
primed attributes is assessed by analyzing the attri-
bute-level data elicited by subjects. Third, an attempt
is made to replicate the results so that the findings can
be generalized. A second experiment that overcomes
certain methodological limitations of the first experi-
ment was conducted to eliminate alternative explana-
tions and test the generalizability of the findings.
Also, ANOVAs via structural equation models are
employed for more powerful analysis of data.

PRIMING EFFECTS

When product information is ambiguous, it is open
to multiple interpretations (Ha and Hoch 1989). That
is, several interpretations could result from the given
information. For example, a car’s large size could be
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interpreted as either “high comfort” or “low gas mile-
age.” Research suggests that when a piece of informa-
tion has the potential for multiple interpretations,
people do not draw all possible implications. Rather,
such information is generally perceived as evidence
for one implication (see, e.g., Carlston 1980). These
observations suggest the following questions: Which
interpretation will be given to ambiguous informa-
tion? What determines the type of interpretation
given?

Many researchers using the priming paradigm have
shown that people’s interpretation of information of-
ten depends on the particular knowledge structures
(e.g., concepts and schemas) that are currently active
(Higgins and King 1981; Wyer and Srull 1981). The
type of interpretation given seems to depend on
which of the related concepts is most accessible at the
time information is processed (Srull and Wyer 1980).
Accessible concepts may be used in interpreting in-
formation by directing people’s attention to selective
aspects of information. However, priming effects
have been demonstrated even when people are un-
aware of the activated concepts (Higgins, Bargh, and
Lombardi 1985). These findings suggest that highly
accessible attributes are likely to be used in interpret-
ing an ambiguous description of a product, regardless
of whether people have subjective awareness.

Given that attribute accessibility guides interpre-
tations of product information, it becomes important
to identify what determines attribute accessibility.
Many researchers in cognitive and social psychology
have found that the accessibility of a certain concept
(i.e., the likelihood of its retrieval from memory and
subsequent use) is enhanced by prior exposure to the
concept (Higgins and King 1981). Although a variety
of factors can provide exposure to product attributes,
of particular interest to this study is the context for
the ad.

Many ads occur with other materials, such as arti-
cles in a magazine and competing ads (Chook 1985;
Soldow and Principe 1981), and prominent aspects of
the ad environment can activate certain sets of prod-
uct attributes (Gardner 1983). When the ad context
provides people with exposure to a certain attribute,
as would occur when they read a magazine article em-
phasizing the attribute, this attribute may become
highly accessible. Subsequently, this attribute is likely
to be used in processing the ad information. That is,
contextual factors may make certain attributes acces-
sible to ad recipients and guide their perceptions of
product information in the ad, which will in turn in-
fluence brand evaluations.

The evaluation of the advertised brand would
therefore depend on which attribute is activated by
the contextual factors preceding or accompanying the
ad. When the ad context primes an attribute that has
positive implications for the evaluation of the brand
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(e.g., driving comfort), overall brand evaluations will
be enhanced. In contrast, when the context primes an
attribute with negative implications (e.g., high gas
consumption), the overall brand evaluations will be
lowered. This suggests that the same ad can have
different effects, depending upon the attribute primed
by the ad context. Thus, the following hypothesis is
proposed:

H1: An ad context priming specific product at-
tributes can have either a positive or nega-
tive effect on the evaluation of the adver-
tised brand by altering the way ambiguous
product information in an ad is interpreted.

EXPERIMENT 1
Method

Forty students participated in the first experiment.
Personal computers were selected as the focal product
because this product category should be highly rele-
vant to student subjects. College students should have
some interest in this product category and, therefore,
should readily process product information in an ad.

A pretest with 10 students not included in the main
experiment identified ambiguous product informa-
tion that could have multiple implications for the
product. The pretest revealed that the number and
variety of product features could be perceived either
negatively or positively. Specifically, numerous fea-
tures of a personal computer can imply either that the
computer is not user-friendly or that the computer is
versatile. Therefore, the availability of various fea-
tures was chosen as the key message in the target ad.
Accordingly, ease of use was the attribute to be
primed in the negative interpretation condition, and
versatility was the attribute to be primed in the posi-
tive interpretation condition.

Print ads were used in this study because it is easy
to manipulate the message content, a feature critical
to the experiment. The target ad focused on the nu-
merous features of a new personal computer, the PC-
3000. The ad featured a headline in boldface, “Get
the PC-3000, satisfy your lust for power and perfor-
mance,” and contained three paragraphs of text em-
phasizing the computer’s numerous features. The ad
also contained a picture of a person standing by the
computer.

Procedure. After being seated in the research
room, subjects were told that the study concerned
consumers’ evaluation of print ads for new personal
computers in preproduction form. It was emphasized
that all the questions concerned subjects’ own feel-
ings and thoughts, with no right or wrong answers.
After the general instructions, subjects were given
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three booklets and told to complete the booklets in
the order presented.

In the first booklet, subjects were asked for general
background information, such as their knowledge of
and familiarity with personal computers. The second
booklet contained two ads, one designed to prime cer-
tain product attributes and one for the PC-3000 target
brand. The first ad in this booklet represented the
priming manipulation, and its purpose was to prime
a certain product attribute that could induce either a
positive or negative interpretation of the advertised
attribute in the target ad—the numerous features of
the PC-3000. Consequently, two different priming
ads were created to emphasize either versatility or
ease of use. These ads will be called hereafter prime
ads. Each of the prime ads featured a personal com-
puter different from the target brand and was de-
signed to activate one of the two attributes that might
be relevant to evaluating the target brand.

An ad was used as a prime in the present study be-
cause it fitted well with the cover story of the experi-
ment (i.e., evaluations of ads). In addition, an ad for
another brand within the product category was used
as a priming cue that might occur and activate prod-
uct attributes naturally in an advertising context, un-
like the somewhat unnatural stimuli, such as puzzles
and linguistic tasks, that have often been used in
priming studies (e.g., Meyers-Levy 1989).

Half of the subjects saw a prime ad for a “Versa-
Com” personal computer with the brand name in
boldface. Centered at the top of this prime ad was the
headline, “I didn’t know it could do that,” emphasiz-
ing that the Versa-Com computer can perform many
functions. This claim was bolstered by a picture illus-
trating many different analyses and applications of
the computer. The remaining subjects saw a prime ad
emphasizing ease of use for an “EZ-Com” computer,
with its brand name in boldface. This prime ad had
the headline, ““Our frills require no skills,”” and con-
tained a picture of a child working at the computer
terminal. Each of the two prime ads had the same for-
mat: a headline, two paragraphs of copy text, and a
picture. The two ads were approximately equal in
length.

The objective of the priming manipulation was to
enhance the likelihood that later, when reading the
target ad mentioning that the PC-3000 computer had
numerous features, subjects who had earlier seen the
Versa-Com ad would encode the provided informa-
tion in terms of versatility, whereas those who had
read the EZ-Com ad would perceive the product in-
formation in terms of ease of use. After completion of
the priming manipulation, subjects saw the target ad
for the PC-3000. All subjects saw the same target ad,
although they had previously read a different prime
ad (for either Versa-Com or EZ-Com).
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In the third booklet, subjects were asked to generate
salient attributes of a personal computer that would
come to mind if they considered purchasing one.
They listed, in an open-ended format, the characteris-
tics of a personal computer that they would consider.
Subjects were then asked to turn to the next page,
where they were asked for brand evaluations, such as
brand attitudes and purchase intentions. It was also
checked whether there had been any demand arti-
facts. After completing the last questionnaire, sub-
jects were asked to write down their thoughts con-
cerning the purpose of the study. Results showed that
none of the subjects guessed the true purpose of the
study, indicating that few demand artifacts had
affected the study.

Dependent Variables. Attitude toward the target
brand (Ab) was assessed by three seven-point scales
anchored by the phrases “good-bad,” “like-dislike,”
and ““favorable-unfavorable.” Purchase intention to-
ward the brand (PI), assuming a product-category
need, was also measured by asking, “What are your
chances of buying a PC-3000 the next time that you
need to purchase a personal computer?”” Given a sin-
gle exposure to the ad, the conditional PI, rather than
the usual PI, was considered appropriate. Subjects re-
sponded on three seven-point scales: ‘‘likely-un-
likely,” “‘possible-impossible,” and ‘‘probable-im-
probable.” The alpha coefficients for Ab and PI were
.90 and .92, respectively, indicating a high degree of
internal consistency.

Results

An ANOVA was run via SPSS* on Ab, which was
operationalized as the sum of three items. Results in-
dicated that contextual priming had significant effects
on Ab (F(1,38) = 12.59, p < .01). As expected, Ab
was higher when the versatility attribute was primed,
compared with when ease of use was primed.' The cell
means for dependent variables are given in Table 1.

By examining brand evaluations, we have implic-
itly assumed that, if priming effects on overall judg-
ments were observed, the attribute must have been
activated. However, since priming effects depend ulti-
mately on the enhanced accessibility of primed attri-
butes, it is important to assess whether different attri-
butes were indeed accessible to consumers across the
two priming conditions. In this regard, the data from
the attribute-elicitation task were analyzed to gain in-

'One can doubt that consumers would form true PIs based on a
single print ad, as the editor and a reviewer pointed out. Thus, Ab
was used as the major dependent variable in analyses throughout
the study. For completeness, however, an ANOVA was also run
on Pls. Results indicated that contextual priming had significant
effects on PI (F(1,38) = 10.74, p < .01). The value of PI was higher
in the versatility condition than in the ease-of-use condition.
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TABLE 1

CELL MEANS FOR MAJOR VARIABLES IN
EXPERIMENTS 1 AND 2

Attribute primed by the ad
context
Study variables Versatility Ease of use
Experiment 1 (n) 20 20
Brand evaluations:
Ab 4.98 3.97
Pl 4.57 3.33
Accessibility of attribute:
Frequency of mention:
Versatility (%) 55 25
Ease of use (%) 30 55
Order of mention:
Versatility 6.2 71
Ease of use 7.7 6.0
Experiment 2 (n) 60 60
Ab 4.56 3.98
Pl 3.82 3.32

NoTe.—Ab = attitude toward the brand; Pl = purchase intention (given a
need for the product).

sights into the processes underlying the priming
effects.

Two measures were constructed from the free elici-
tation data to operationalize the accessibility of attri-
butes: frequency of mention and order of mention.
The frequency-of-mention measure was based on the
assumption that accessible attributes would be more
frequently mentioned by subjects (Ryan and Hol-
brook 1982). The order-of-mention measure was also
used because it was likely that a cognitively accessible
concept would come to mind first (Wyer and Srull
1981). This measure is also consistent with research
on the availability heuristic (Tversky and Kahneman
1973). The order of mention has often been used as
an unobtrusive indicator of attribute salience in pre-
vious research (Jaccard, Brinberg, and Ackerman
1986; Ryan and Holbrook 1982). The results of these
measures are summarized in Table 1.

The frequency-of-mention measure was examined
first. For the attribute of versatility, the priming ma-
nipulation had significant effects on the frequency of
mention; 55 percent of the subjects mentioned versa-
tility in the versatility condition, whereas 25 percent
mentioned versatility in the ease-of-use condition (p
< .05). Conversely, ease of use was more frequently
mentioned in the ease-of-use condition than in the
versatility condition (55 percent vs. 30 percent; p
<.10). The order-of-mention measure was also com-
pared across groups. For the attribute of versatility,
the mean order of mention was 6.2 in the versatility
condition, compared with 7.1 for the ease-of-use con-
dition (Mann-Whitney U = 142.5; p <.05). Similarly,
ease of use was elicited earlier in the ease-of-use con-
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dition than in the versatility condition (6.0 versus 7.7;
Mann-Whitney U = 140.5; p < .05). The results indi-
cated that the priming manipulation did indeed affect
the relative accessibility of product attributes.

In summary, the results of experiment 1 supported
the hypothesis. Evaluations of the target brand were
affected by the ad context priming different product
attributes. Furthermore, an examination of the attri-
bute-level data indicated that contextually primed at-
tributes were indeed more accessible to consumers
than unprimed attributes, consistent with the hypoth-
esis.

EXPERIMENT 2

Several potential limitations of the first experiment
are apparent. One problem concerns having subjects
first read the target ad and then generate salient attri-
butes that would come to mind if they were consider-
ing the purchase of a personal computer. This task
might have been intrusive and may have biased the
subjects’ processing of product information in such a
way as to support the predictions of the priming hy-
pothesis. That is, the task itself might have drawn the
subjects’ attention to these attributes, emphasizing
them in a way unlike what would occur naturally. It is
thus possible that the effects on brand attitude might
have resulted merely from the attribute-elicitation
task, rather than from the priming manipulation.? To
the extent that such a possibility exists, the interpreta-
tion of the results is inconclusive.

Second, the dependent variable (Ab) is inherently
unobservable, and it might have to be treated as a la-
tent construct in analyses. In this regard, it seems use-
ful to test the hypothesis via more poweirful analyses
with structural equation models (Bagozzi and Yi
1989). However, the small sample size in experiment
1 did not permit this analysis. A second experiment
was conducted to correct for these limitations of the
first experiment.

Method

The second experiment differed from the first in
two ways. First, the attribute-elicitation task, which
could have influenced subjects’ processing of ad in-
formation, was eliminated. Second, the sample size
was large enough for structural equation analysis; the
subjects were 120 students recruited from several
business courses. The stimuli and procedures were
identical to those of the first experiment in all other
aspects.

2We thank the reviewers for noting this possibility and suggesting
another study without the attribute-elicitation task.
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FIGURE 1
STRUCTURAL EQUATION MODEL SPECIFICATION FOR LATENT VARIABLE ANOVA

0 —%{ dummy

0% one

Results

A one-way ANOVA was run via SPSS* on Ab,
which was operationalized as the sum of three items.
Contextual priming had significant effects on Ab
(F(1,118)=7.93, p<.01). An examination of the cell
means revealed that the effects were in the expected
direction. Brand attitude was higher when the versa-
tility attribute was primed, compared with when ease
of use was primed.? These results are displayed at the
bottom of Table 1.

The observed priming effects were larger in experi-
ment 1 than in experiment 2 (see Table 1). Specifi-
cally, the mean difference in brand attitude was 1.01
for experiment 1 and .58 for experiment 2. This result
was consistent with the previous prediction that the
attribute-elicitation task might be so intrusive as to
induce priming-like effects. However, it should be
noted that the priming effects were still significant in
experiment 2, which eliminated this task. These find-
ings suggested that the attribute-elicitation task could
not fully explain the mean difference between the two
groups and that the contextual priming itself had sig-
nificant effects on brand evaluations.

-An ANOVA was then conducted via structural
equation models (Bagozzi and Yi 1989). This analysis
enables one to employ latent constructs indicated by
several items as the dependent variables. The aug-
mented-moment matrix, rather than the usual corre-
lation or covariance matrix, was used as the input
data for analyses with LISREL. Figure 1 illustrates
the structural equation model specification for the
ANOVA employed in this study.

3An ANOVA on PIs gave similar results. The priming effects on
PI were significant (F(1,118) = 4.26, p < .05), and PI was higher
when versatility was primed, compared with when ease of use was
primed.

Note that Ab was operationalized as a latent vari-
able underlying the three measured variables (Ab,,
Ab,, and Abs;). The two experimental groups were
represented by a 0, | dummy variable, which was ex-
pressed as an exogenous latent variable (¢;). Note also
that a pseudovariable (“‘one’’) was shown as another
exogenous variable (£,) to capture the means or loca-
tions of the dependent variable. Because the dummy
variable was O for one group and 1 for the other group,
the path (y,) from the dummy variable to the depen-
dent variable corresponded to the mean difference
across the two groups. The significance of the mean
difference was tested with the chi-square difference
test of the zero restriction for this parameter.

The full model specified in Figure 1, which allows
for the difference in means, gave the following results:
x%(4) = 4.05, p = .39. The mean-difference parameter
(v1) was .55 (¢ = 2.78). The restricted model with the
zero constraint for the mean-difference parameter
gave the following results: x%(5) = 11.42, p < .05. The
chi-square difference was 7.37 with 1 df, which was
significant at the .01 level. These findings suggested
that the mean of brand attitude was different between
the two groups even when it was analyzed at the la-
tent-variable level.

Therefore, regardless of the level (observed or la-
tent) at which the data were examined, the data of ex-
periment 2 replicated the findings of experiment 1.
The contextual priming of different product attri-
butes altered the way an advertised brand is evalu-
ated.

DISCUSSION

The present research demonstrates that the adver-
tising context may affect evaluations of the advertised
brand by priming a particular attribute. The activa-



