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Predicting the Effectiveness of Different
Strategies of Advertising Variation: A Test of
the Repetition-Variation Hypotheses

DAVID W. SCHUMANN
RICHARD E. PETTY
D. SCOTT CLEMONS*

Two strategies for varying the content of ads over repeated presentations are dis-
tinguished, and the effectiveness of these strategies are examined at two different
levels of consumer motivation to process the ads. Consistent with the hypotheses,
experiment 1 found that a cosmetic variation strategy (variation in nonsubstantive
features of an ad across multiple presentations) had greater impact on attitudes
when motivation to process the ad was low (as induced by low personal relevance
of the product). Experiment 2 found that a substantive variation strategy (variation
in relevant product attributes across multiple presentations) was more influential
when motivation to process the ad was high. These results are consistent with the
Elaboration Likelihood Model of persuasion.

hroughout this century, consumer researchers

have sought to understand how repeated adver-
tising affects the consumer (see, e.g., Bogart 1984;
Poffenburger 1923; for reviews see Craig and Stern-
thal 1986; Pechmann and Stewart 1989; Sawyer
1981). A number of research questions have been
posed and addressed. How often must consumers be
exposed to a product or brand before the product at-
tributes and brand name are encoded, stored in mem-
ory, and available for retrieval? At what point during
an advertising campaign will potential buyers form
opinions about a product that may influence their fu-
ture purchasing decisions? Crucial to the success of
an advertising campaign is the need to know at what
point the consumer grows tired of seeing and hearing
repeated ads for the same product. Although there
have been numerous studies addressing these ques-
tions regarding multiple exposures of the same ad,
there has been relatively little research on the conse-
quences of varying ads for the same product over re-
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peated exposures. This research investigates the
effectiveness of two different variation strategies in
promoting a product over a repeated advertising
schedule.

AD VARIATION

Multiple exposures of the same ad, though initially
effective, can lead to diminished effectiveness as repe-
tition increases (see, e.g., Appel 1971; Cacioppo and
Petty 1979; Calder and Sternthal 1980). However,
several researchers have found, either implicitly or
explicitly, that the use of varied ads in a multiple-ex-
posure campaign can forestall tedium. For example,
in an experiment employing repeated and slightly
varied print ads, McCullough and Ostrom (1974)
found that, as repetition was increased, liking for the
product also increased (see also, Gorn and Goldberg
1980; Mitchell and Olson, 1981).

Of greatest relevance for understanding the role of
advertising variation are those few studies that have
explicitly manipulated ad variation. Grass and Wal-
lace (1969) employed the CONPAAD technique, in
which clarity of the video picture is controlled and
maintained by the viewer by continuously pressing a
foot pedal. The frequency of pedal pressing was re-
corded automatically and interpreted by the research-
ers as a measure of interest (i.e., high frequency was
interpreted as high interest level). After six exposures
to the same commercial within a program, subjects
demonstrated rapidly decreasing interest. However,
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there was no significant loss of interest when six
different commercials for the same product were
shown. Unfortunately, attitudes toward the product
were not assessed in this investigation.

In a more recent study, Burnkrant and Unnava
(1987) employed an ‘“‘encoding variability hypothe-
sis” (Madigan 1969; Melton 1967) to explain why
simply varying the copy of an ad campaign would be
more effective (vis-a-vis brand recall and attitude
measures) than multiple exposure to a single ad. Al-
though brand recall was significantly better under
varied conditions, attitudes were not affected.

The idea that varying ads is more effective than not
varying ads is by no means new. For example, Sawyer
(1981, p. 257) has noted, “It is well established that
repetition of similar but nonidentical ads is more
effective than repetition of identical ads in terms of
both recall (Adams, 1916; Poffenburger, 1925) and
persuasion (Heeler, 1972).”” Although this sounds de-
finitive, our brief review indicates that there is rela-
tively little direct empirical support for the conclu-
sion expressed. Furthermore, little or no work has
been conducted on the specific characteristics of var-
ied ads that may be important or the situations in
which variation will be maximally effective.

An examination of previous literature makes it ap-
parent that there are different strategies for varying
ads. For example, ads can be varied by changing as-
pects of either the message itself or less substantive
factors, such as the format, the illustrations, or the
print font. It is not clear from prior research whether
the type of ad variation is important and, if so, under
what circumstances.

THE REPETITION-VARIATION
HYPOTHESES

The repetition-variation hypotheses presented here
are a framework for predicting under what conditions
different ad-campaign variation strategies are most
likely to be effective. The hypotheses segment varia-
tion strategies into two basic categories and make pre-
dictions as to when each strategy is more likely to be
successful in influencing the consumer. One type of
advertising strategy is to employ some form of cos-
metic variation in which certain nonsubstantive fea-
tures of the ads are altered while the basic product
message is kept the same. These cosmetic features of
an ad do not represent attributes of the product, nor
are they essential to evaluating the merits of the prod-
uct. In print advertising employing this strategy, fea-
tures such as color, graphics, print fonts, and layout
might differ across ads, yet all the ads within a cam-
paign would contain the same substantive message.
For example, the cigarette industry has often used
changes in pleasant background scenery (e.g., lakes,
mountains, streams) in the promotion of their prod-
ucts. In television, cosmetic features might include
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action, music, color, voices, people, and so on. It is
important to note that, although certain stimuli may
serve as cosmetic aspects of an ad for certain prod-
ucts, for other types of products these same stimuli
may constitute arguments for the use of the product.
For example, one might consider changes in scenery
for cigarette ads to be of a cosmetic nature. However,
in the promotion of a vacation destination, the same
scenes would probably be viewed as providing sub-
stantive information relevant to visiting that loca-
tion.

In contrast to cosmetic variation, substantive varia-
tion is defined as a change in message content (i.e.,
arguments, attributes). In a substantive variation
campaign, cosmetic characteristics of the ad (e.g.,
color, layout, print font) remain reasonably constant
over repeated ad presentations, but the product argu-
ments are varied. For example, a campaign of this
type might employ identical illustrations and head-
ings in each ad, yet the various ads would contain
different reasons to use the product. Although sub-
stantive variation is probably rare in a pure sense,
there have been numerous examples of promotions
with arguments varied across ads. The Shell “Answer
Man’ campaign of a few years ago serves as an exam-
ple. Each Shell ad posed one question and answer re-
lated to a Shell product. This campaign appeared in
both print and television media. In sum, in both cos-
metic and substantive variation strategies, repeated
ads provide exposure to different stimuli across repe-
titions. What distinguishes the two strategies is
whether the additional exposures provide more cos-
metics or more substance.

The repetition-variation hypotheses to be intro-
duced are consistent with the theoretical framework
presented in the Elaboration Likelihood Model
(ELM) of persuasion offered by Petty and Cacioppo
(1979, 1981, 1986). In brief, the ELM posits the exis-
tence of two routes to persuasion. The ‘“central
route” is employed when individuals are both moti-
vated and able to think about a persuasive communi-
cation (an ad for a product in this case). Under these
conditions, people are expected to process the merits
of the product as presented in the ad to make an in-
formed purchase decision. For individuals either un-
motivated or unable to think about the ad, attitudes
will either be unaffected, or they may be influenced
by cues in the immediate surroundings. Cues such as
characteristics of the endorser (Petty, Cacioppo, and
Schumann 1983) and the mere number of arguments
presented (Petty and Cacioppo 1984) have proved
effective when motivation or ability to process a mes-
sage is low (see Petty and Cacioppo 1986 for areview).
When attitudes are changed by such cues, the “pe-
ripheral route’ has been followed. The ELM has been
demonstrated to be a viable framework for predicting
advertising communication effects (see, e.g., Kardes
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1988; Moore, Hausknecht, and Thamodaran 1986;
Petty et al. 1983; Yalch and Elmore-Yalch 1984).

Application of the principles of the ELM to the rep-
etition-variation context suggests that motivation
and ability to process an ad will act to moderate the
effectiveness of the two repetition-variation strate-
gies. In the current research, subjects received one or
multiple exposures to an ad that employed one of the
variation strategies (cosmetic or substantive), or all
ads were held constant across repetitions. At any one
level of message repetition, the ability to process an
ad was held constant, but motivation to process the
ad was manipulated by varying the personal rele-
vance of the message. Cosmetic variation was ex-
pected to have the greatest impact when motivation
to process is low (iie., low product-relevance condi-
tions). Substantive variation was predicted to be
more influential when motivation to process is high
(i.e., high product-relevance conditions). Specifi-
cally, our hypotheses were:

H1: Cosmetic variation in repeated ads will have
agreater impact on attitudes when the prod-
uct is of low rather than high personal rele-
vance to the recipient.

H2: Substantive variation in repeated ads will
have a greater impact on attitudes when the
product is of high rather than low personal
relevance to the recipient.

These predictions are consistent with the ELM and, if
supported, would demonstrate the conditions under
which each type of variation strategy is effective.

Two studies were undertaken to test these hypothe-
ses. The first study explored the effects of a cosmetic
variation strategy, and the second investigated the in-
fluence of a substantive strategy. In each study, moti-
vation to process the ads was varied by using a manip-
ulation of personal relevance validated in prior re-
search (e.g., Petty et al. 1983). In addition, the studies
employed a technique that allowed subjects to be ex-
posed to both audio and visual advertising stimuli.
Each subject viewed a slide presentation of print ads
and program material illustrations, and this was ac-
companied by an audiotape of the commercial and
program material. It was believed that this technique
could simulate the processing conditions employed in
viewing the audiovisual stimulus materials found on
television yet keep extraneous factors constant to
provide a strong test of the hypotheses.

METHODS FOR STUDY 1

Subjects and Design

Study 1 was designed to test the first of the repeti-
tion-variation hypotheses (i.e., the situational influ-
ence of a cosmetic variation strategy). The key mod-
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erating variable, motivation to process the ad, was
made operational in terms of the personal relevance
of a target product to the subject at the time of the
study.

A total of 294 male and female undergraduates at a
large state university participated for extra credit in
their psychology classes. Between 26 and 30 subjects
were assigned randomly to each cell in a two (product
relevance: high or low) by two (cosmetic variation:
same or different ads) by two (repetition: four or eight
exposures) factorial design. The experiment was con-
ducted in a laboratory setting where subjects partici-
pated in groups of three to 10 per session. The repeti-
tion and variation conditions were common to each
subject within a particular session; however, within
each session, subjects were assigned randomly to ei-
ther the high or low product-relevance conditions. In
addition, 64 subjects were assigned randomly to two
control groups (32 per group). The control groups re-
ceived a single ad exposure to the target product un-
der either high or low product-relevance conditions.

Procedure

At the beginning of a session, subjects received a
two-page introductory handout with a cover story
that included the product-relevance manipulation.
Subjects were asked to read both pages carefully. The
first page informed subjects that they would be partic-
ipating in a ““media evaluation” study and would be
viewing a slide presentation with an accompanying
audio script. It was conveyed to the subjects that this
type of procedure was often employed by network
personnel when presenting their ideas for pilot pro-
grams to executives. Subjects were further told that
they would be viewing slide representations of prod-
uct commercials being developed by some of the po-
tential program sponsors. They then were told that
they would be asked to evaluate the programming
and, in return for their efforts, would be allowed to
choose a free gift to be distributed at the end of the
study. The second page of the handout introduced
some of the major sponsors (advertisers) of the study,
and subjects read brief paragraphs describing five of
the sponsors’ products. The second page also revealed
the product category from which the subject was to
select a free gift.

After the subjects had read the introductory hand-
out, they were shown the slide presentation. The pre-
sentation consisted of four short program segments
(i.e., three to four minutes each) geared toward a col-
lege audience (e.g., a segment on campus cheating)
and 20 ads lasting 22-25 seconds each. At the conclu-
sion of the presentation, subjects received a question-
naire containing the dependent measures. Each sub-
ject completed the evaluation booklet and was then
provided with a complete explanation of the study.
After the researchers fielded questions from the
group, the subjects were thanked and dismissed.
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Independent Variables

Product Relevance. The product-relevance manip-
ulation was embedded in two places in the introduc-
tory handout. First, highlighted on the second page
was the offer for a free gift. Subjects were informed
that they would be able to choose one of several
brands of writing instruments (high relevance of the
target product) or one of several brands of mouth-
wash (low relevance of the target product, but high
relevance of a product other than the target product);
one brand of each product appeared in the presenta-
tion. To augment the relevance manipulation, the
section on the second page of the handout that intro-
duced the advertisers and their products differed in
regard to the introduction of the target product, the
Omega 3 pen. High product-relevance subjects were
told that the Omega 3 pen would soon be test mar-
keted in medium-sized cities in the Midwest, includ-
ing the subjects’ own city; low product-relevance sub-
jects were told that, for the next three years, the
Omega 3 pen was to be test marketed and available
only on the East Coast. Thus, subjects in the high
product-relevance conditions were led to believe that
they would soon be making a decision about the prod-
uct class and that the product would be available in
their area in the near future. Low product-relevance
subjects, conversely, did not expect to make a deci-
sion about writing instruments (they expected to
make a decision about mouthwash) and were led to
believe that the Omega 3 product would not be avail-
able for purchaseé in their area in the foreseeable fu-
ture. This type of product-relevance manipulation
was shown in previous research to be effective in vary-
ing motivation to think about an ad (see Petty et al.
1983; Sanbonmatsu, Shavitt, and Sherman, in press).

Cosmetic Variation. Eight different ads for the bo-
gus target product (Omega 3 pens) were used to ma-
nipulate ad variation. Each ad varied with respect to
the picture of the product endorser, the print type,
layout, order, and wording of the same substantive
arguments (see Fig. 1 for an example of cosmetic
differences between ads). The endorsers were people
from various career fields (i.e., architect, fashion de-
signer, construction foreman, educator, student,
homemaker, engineer, and astronaut). Although the
argument content for the product in each ad re-
mained constant, the wording of the arguments var-
ied slightly among the eight ads. Three alternative
wordings were developed for each argument and pre-
tested to assure equal strength. These were then coun-
terbalanced across the eight ads, with each ad con-
taining six arguments. The audio scripts for each ad
were also varied to account for the changes in the ar-
gument wording viewed on the screen.

To protect against possible ordering effects in the
varied conditions, we counterbalanced the ads in
such a' way that a portion of the subjects saw ad num-
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ber one first, a portion saw ad number two first, a por-
tion saw ad number three first, and so on.

Repetition. Subjects were exposed to one of three
levels of ad repetition. Four and eight exposures rep-
resented moderate and high repetition frequencies,
respectively.! In the control groups, subjects received
only one exposure to one of the eight ads, and these
ads were also counterbalanced. In the four-repetition
conditions, subjects were exposed to either four iden-
tical ads or four cosmetic variations of the ad. Sim-
ilarly, subjects in the eight-repetition conditions ei-
ther viewed the same ad eight times or were exposed
to eight cosmetic variations of the ad. The positions
of the target Omega 3 ads within the overall program
were held constant across the two levels of the varia-
tion manipulation. In addition, subjects were given
multiple exposure to two nontarget products during
the presentation to reduce the potential for discovery
of the true purpose of the study. The positions of these
ads were also held constant.

Dependent Measures

Several kinds of dependent measures were em-
ployed in the study. Of greatest importance, attitude
measures were taken for both the target product and
the advertising campaign. A general measure of atti-
tude toward the product was obtained by subject re-
sponse to a nine-point bipolar semantic differential
scale (ranging from -4 = “‘dislike very much” to +4
= “like very much’’). The same scale was employed
to assess overall attitude toward the advertising cam-
paign.? In addition to these, items addressing the non-
target ads were included in the questionnaire booklet
to help maintain the cover story.

Recall of the target product and brand was assessed
by the request that subjects list all the products and
the respective brands they remembered viewing dur-
ing the presentation. An overall measure of recall was
derived in the following manner. Subjects received a
score of 2 if they recalled both the product and the
brand, 1 if they recalled either but not both, and 0 if
they recalled neither. Finally, items were included to
provide evidence for the critical assumption that the
personal relevance manipulation would affect the
subjects’ propensity to think about the pen.

RESULTS OF STUDY 1

Two analyses of variance (ANOVAs) were per-
formed on each measure. Initially, an ANOVA was

“Moderate’ and ‘“‘high” levels of repetition are not meantin any
absolute sense but refer to the amount of repetition relative to the
current viewing situation.

2In addition to these general attitude measures, measures of more
specific evaluations of both the product (e.g., satisfying/dissatisfy-
ing) and the advertising (e.g., boring/exciting) were taken. These
produced a consistent but weaker pattern of results than the more
general attitude items.
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FIGURE 1
COSMETIC VARIATION

ENGINEERS HAVE DISCOVERED
OMeGA 3

With the precision you've come to expect from
the company that engineered the Swiss Army Knife.

Special erasing feature eliminates smudges.

With the combined effect of the finely engineered benzonite writing L and the speciol
pressurized cortndge. write ot any angle on almost any surface.

fForm fitting sloped design eliminates writer's cromp ond calluses

Adjustment mechanism in the OMEGRA 3 cliows you the choice of fine. medium. ond wide
POINt Writing,

New ik polymer provides long losting cartndges

The ultimate multi-purPose wrnting iNstrument, :nNexpensive end Just right for the homemaker.
student, or professional

SWISS ARMY COMPANY - GENEVA SUIITZERLAND

ARCHITECTS HAVE DISCOVERED
OMEGA 3

With the precision you've

come to expect from the

company that engineered
the Swiss Army Knife.

With the combined effect of the finely engineered benzonite writing tip and the special
pressurized cartridge, write at any angle on almost any surface.

Erases your mistakes and leaves no smudges.
New ink polymer provides long lasting cartridges.

The OMEGA 3 writing point is adjustable giving you a choice of fine, medium, or wide print
lines.

No writer's cramp or calluses with precision sloped design.

The ultimate multi-purpose writing instrument, inexpensive and just right for the homemaker,
student, or professional.

SWISS ARMY COMPANY - GENEVA, SWITZERLAND

NoTe.—Cosmetic variation includes changes in endorser, layout, font, color of pen, wording, and order of the same substantive arguments.

employed for analyzing the results from the full 2 X 2
X 2 design. Upon reviewing the output of this initial
analysis, we observed several interactions that in-
cluded the product-relevance variable. Since this
variable is the key to assessing the viability of the
hypotheses, it was decided to evaluate low and high
product-relevance conditions separately. This per-
mitted a clearer indication of the nature of the differ-
ences in repetition and cosmetic variation at the
different product-relevance levels. Thus, separate two
(repetition) by two (variation) ANOVAs were con-
ducted at each level of product relevance.

A second consideration involves the variation ma-
nipulation. Since variation is an important factor in
the hypotheses, simple main-effects contrasts were
performed for the four- and eight-exposure condi-
tions under both high and low relevance. Finally, the
Dunnette procedure was employed to compare each
of the experimental means with the appropriate one-
exposure control group.

Effect of Personal Relevance on
Reported Thinking

The intent of the product-relevance manipulation
was to influence the subjects’ motivation to think
about the critical ad and the product it featured. To
assess this, we asked subjects to indicate how much
thinking they did about pens during the slide show
and how much thinking they did about mouthwash.
Relative thought was determined by subtracting the
amount of reported thinking about the mouthwash
(the free gift for low product-relevance subjects) from
the amount of reported thought about the pen (the
free gift for subjects in the high product-relevance
conditions). In the one-exposure control conditions,
which provide a comparison between high and low
relevance uncontaminated by the repetition and vari-
ation manipulations, differences in relative thought
about the products were significant (£(62) = 2.65, p
= .01, effect size [ES] = .32). Subjects in the high
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TABLE 1
MEANS OF VARIATION STUDIES
Conditions
Low product relevance High product relevance
Single Moderate High Single Moderate High
Experiments exposure exposure exposure exposure exposure exposure
Cosmetic variation study:
Product recall:
Single ad 1.41 1.20
Same ad 1.50* 1.872 1.702 1.76°
Different ads 1.86%* 1.792 1.812 1.90
Attitude toward product:
Single ad 2.00 2.38
Same ad .93 1.03 1.60 1.59
Different ads 2.10* 1.38 1.69 1.93
Attitude toward campaign:
Single ad .63 1.09
Same ad —.648F —.46 -.13 —.52
Different ads 457 —1.342 -1 .07
Substantive variation study:
Product recall:
Single ad 1.30 1.70
Same ad 1.85% 1.90% 1.85 1.95
Different ads 1.792 1.90? 1.90 2.00?
Attitude toward product:
Single ad .90 1.20
Same ad 1.25 1.50 1.80% 1.55
Different ads 1.85 1.70 2,552+ 2.05
Attitude toward campaign:
Single ad .40 —.05
Same ad -.12 -.90 —1.05** —.15
Different ads —.45 —.60 1.15** -.30

# Significantly different from the control condition (p < .05).
* Variation effects (p < .10).

* Variation effects (p < .05).

** Variation effects (p < .01).

product-relevance conditions thought more about
the pen relative to the mouthwash (X = 1.63) than
subjects in the low product-relevance conditions (X
= -.34). An overall ANOVA on this measure includ-
ing all subjects also produced a significant main effect
for the relevance manipulation (F(1,279) = 6.47, p
<.01,ES=.15).3

Recall Measures

Subjects were asked to list all of the products they
had seen during the slide program as well as the re-
spective brands. A three-way interaction was found
for recall of the pen and brand within the product list
(F(1,222)=4.41,p < .04, ES = .13, see Table 1). Sep-

3In addition, two other main effects were present. An effect for
repetition (F(2,279) = 15.4, p < .001, ES = .23) indicated that
thinking about the pen vs. the mouthwash increased as more pen
ads appeared, and an effect for the variation manipulation
(F(1,179) = 3.32, p < .04, ES = .13) indicated that the varied ads
induced more relative thought about the pens than did the same
ads when repeated.

arate analysis by product relevance revealed a sig-
nificant repetition-by-variation interaction, but only
for subjects in the low product-relevance conditions
(F(1,112)=17.56, p <.007, ES = .25). Analysis of sim-
ple main effects revealed a significant difference in
variation levels at a moderate number of exposures
(F(1,143) = 6.61, p = .01, ES = .21) but not at a high
amount. This result occurred because it took only
four exposures to reach maximum recall when the ad
was varied, but eight exposures were required for
maximum recall when no variation occurred. In the
high-relevance conditions, recall of the pen product
reached maximum with four exposures regardless of
ad variation.

Attitudes

Subjects’ responses to a question measuring atti-
tude (liking) toward the product yielded a marginal
main effect for variation (F(1,222) = 3.18,p < .08, ES
= .12; see Table 1). In general, when the same ad was
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repeated, attitude toward the product was less favor-
able than when subjects viewed the cosmetically var-
ied campaign. Importantly, however, most of the in-
fluence of variation is attributable to the low product-
relevance conditions. Separate analyses for product
relevance revealed a similar variation main effect un-
der low-relevance conditions (F(1,112) = 3.59, p
= .06, ES = .18) that was absent under high-relevance
conditions (F < 1). A simple main-effects analysis of
the low-relevance conditions revealed that subjects
viewing four varied ads were significantly more favor-
able toward the product (F(1,143) = 4.34, p < .04,
ES = .17) than subjects who viewed the same ad four
times. Furthermore, low product-relevance subjects
viewing four varied ads retained the same level of lik-
ing for the product as the control group, who viewed
only one exposure. In contrast, those subjects who
saw the same ad four times liked the product signifi-
cantly less than the control subjects. In sum, variation
had an impact on product attitudes for low, but not
high, product-relevance subjects.

A similar pattern emerged on the measure of atti-
tude toward the advertising campaign. To better un-
derstand a three-way interaction that emerged
(F(1,222) = 4.15, p = .04, ES = .13), we performed
separate analyses for product relevance (see Table 1).
No variation effects were observed under high prod-
uct relevance. Importantly, a repetition-by-variation
interaction for subjects in the low-relevance condi-
tions was found (F(1,112) = 4.59, p = .03, ES = .20).
Contrast analysis revealed that low product-rele-
vance subjects who viewed four varied ads for the tar-
get product tended to be more favorable toward the
campaign than subjects who viewed the same ad four
times (F(1,143) = 2.72, p = .10, ES = .13). By eight
exposures, however, the variation effect was gone.
Comparison with the one-exposure controls revealed
that, when the campaign used varied ads, less favor-
able attitudes did not emerge until the highest expo-
sure levels. In sum, as with the product attitude data,
attitudes toward the campaign were influenced by
variation under low, but not high, relevance condi-
tions.

METHODS FOR STUDY 2

Experiment 1 provided support for our first hy-
pothesis: cosmetic variation in repeated ads is more
likely to influence attitudes when motivation to pro-
cess an ad (as induced with product relevance) is low
rather than high. Study 2 was designed to test the sec-
ond hypothesis: substantive variation of repeated ads
is more likely to influence attitudes when motivation
to process an ad is high rather than low. The overall
design and most of the basic methods employed in
the first study were purposely retained in the second
experiment. Differences between the methods of the
two studies are noted in the following description.
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Subjects and Design

A total of 200 male and female undergraduates at a
large state university participated in the second study
to earn extra credit in their introductory marketing
classes. Twenty subjects were assigned randomly to
each cell in a two (product relevance: high or low) by
two (substantive variation: same or varied ads) by two
(repetition: three or five exposures) factorial design.
As in study 1, high and low relevance, one-exposure
control groups (with 20 subjects per cell) were em-
ployed. The experiment was again conducted in a lab-
oratory setting with four to 10 people participating in
each session, and the same dependent measures were
used.

Independent Variables

Product Relevance. The product-relevance manip-
ulation, which was intended to vary subjects’ motiva-
tion to process the target ad, was virtually identical to
that used in the first study. The manipulation was
again embedded in two places in the introductory
handout. The high-relevance product was again a
pen, but subjects in the low product-relevance condi-
tions were told that they would be able to choose from
several 10-week trial magazine subscriptions, one of
which would be advertised in the presentation. All
subjects were exposed to an ad for Time magazine
twice during the slide presentation.

Substantive Variation. Subjects saw either target
ads with identical pairs of message arguments for the
Omega 3 product (‘“‘same’ variation condition) or
target ads that varied with respect to the argument
pairs for the product (“different” variation condi-
tion). In direct contrast to study 1, the cosmetic as-
pects (i.e., picture of the pen, print style, and layout
of the ads) remained the same across all conditions.
Ten strong-message arguments were developed in
pretesting and embedded across five visual ads, each
ad containing two randomly paired arguments. The
visual ads differed only in respect to the pairs of argu-
ments presented in each. The five target ads con-
tained a visual representation of the Omega 3 writing
instrument and an indication that the pen was from
the makers of the Swiss Army knife. This was fol-
lowed by one of the five pairs of arguments (see, e.g.,
Fig. 2).

While viewing the slides, subjects also listened to
an audiotape containing the same two message argu-
ments that were being viewed. To prevent ordering
effects in the varied conditions, we employed the
same ordering strategy in study 2 that was used in
study 1.

Repetition. In addition to the one-exposure control
groups, two other levels of message repetition were
used. Specifically, three and five exposures were em-
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FIGURE 2
SUBSTANTIVE VARIATION

Engineers have discovered
Swiss Army Precision

The special pressurized cartridge
allows for writing at any
angle.

Available in an assortment of colors.

THE SWISS ARMY COMPANY
GENEVA, SWITZERLAND

Engineers have discovered
Swiss Army Precision

The Benzenite tip means smooth,
no-skip writing.

Sloped design and optimal balancing
makes writing effortless.

THE SWISS ARMY COMPANY
GENEVA, SWITZERLAND

NoOTE.—Substantive variation includes changes in the substance of the argument messages while holding cosmetic variation (i.e., illustration, layout, font) constant.

ployed to represent moderate and high repetition fre-
quencies, respectively. For this study, it was decided
to reduce the number of ads representing the moder-
ate and high levels of repetition compared with study
1. Given the reduction in arguments presented per ad
(from six in study 1 to two in study 2), it was felt that
the effect for variation would appear with fewer expo-
sures. In addition, the number of ads shown in a block
was reduced from four to three. Asin study 1, nontar-
get ads for two additional products were repeated two
times each to reduce the potential for discovery of the
true purpose of the study.

RESULTS FOR STUDY 2

The same analysis strategy was employed as in
study 1. That is, two analyses of variance (ANOV Ax)
were performed on each measure (2 X 2 X 2 overall,
then 2 X 2’s for high and low product relevance). As
in the first study, simple main effects were employed
to make comparisons within the product-relevance

and repetition conditions. Also, the Dunnette test
permitted comparison between the control condi-
tions and the factorial design cells. Hypothesis 2
states that substantive variation will have a greater
effect under high than low product-relevance condi-
tions.

Effect of Personal Relevance on
Reported Thinking

As in the first experiment, it was expected that the
personal relevance manipulation would affect the
amount of thinking subjects did about the pen adver-
tised. Using the same measure as in experiment 1, we
found that one-exposure control subjects tended to
report relatively more thought about the pen than
the magazine under high product-relevance (X
= .30) than under low product-relevance conditions
(X =—1.25; «(38) = .68, p < .10, ES = .19). When
subjects in all exposure conditions were considered,
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the main effect for relevance was highly significant
(F(1,187) = 8.63, p <.004, ES = .21).*

Measures of Recall

Subjects were asked to list all of the products and
brands they had seen during the slide program. Under
low relevance, the only effect observed was that all re-
peated-exposure groups had better recall than the
one-exposure control. The high product-relevance
control group started out with somewhat greater re-
call, and repetition did not improve upon this until
the highest exposure of the varied ads. No other
effects were observed.

Attitudes

Subjects were asked to rate their attitudes toward
both the product and the advertising campaign using
the same global attitude measures employed in study
1 (see Table 1).° A variation main effect was found for
attitude toward the product (F(1,152) = 5.03, p < .03,
ES = .18), reflecting more favorable attitudes with
varied ads. In addition, a marginal main effect for
product relevance was observed (F(1,152) = 3.26, p
< .08, ES = .14). The more favorable attitudes under
high than low product relevance may have been due
to greater processing of the strong arguments under
high product relevance, producing more persuasion.
Separate analyses by relevance revealed a significant
variation main effect for subjects in the high product-
relevance conditions (F(1,156) = 3.80, p = .05, ES
=.22) but not for low product-relevance subjects.
Simple main-effects tests under high product rele-
vance revealed a marginally significant difference un-
der moderate exposure conditions (F(1,95) = 2.98, p
<.09, ES = .17). Subjects receiving four substan-
tively varied ads under high product-relevance condi-
tions liked the product more than those who saw the
same ad repeated. Comparisons with the one-expo-
sure control groups revealed that moderate exposure
to substantively varied ads led to significantly more
favorable attitudes under high, but not low, product-
relevance conditions.

Analysis of the subjects’ attitudes toward the adver-
tising campaign showed several effects. Once again a
variation main effect emerged (F(1,152) = 4.57, p
= .03, ES = .17), with more favorable campaign atti-
tudes when the ads were varied. In addition, a main
effect for product relevance surfaced (F(1,152)
=3.73,p = .05, ES = .17), with more favorable atti-
tudes under high than low product relevance. Sepa-

4As in the first study, main effects were also obtained for repeti-
tion (F(2,187) = 3.26, p < .04, ES = .13) and variation (F(1,187)
= 3.45, p <.06, ES = .13); see n. 3.

5As in study 1, more specific evaluative items produced a consis-
tent, but weaker, pattern.
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rate analyses under high and low product relevance
revealed both a main effect for variation and a two-
way variation-by-repetition interaction for subjects
in the high product-relevance conditions (F(1,76)
=4.56,p< .04, ES = .24 and F(1,76) =5.99, p <.02,
ES = .24, respectively). No significant effects emerged
under low product-relevance conditions. Simple
main-effects tests under high product relevance re-
vealed more favorable ratings for subjects in the var-
ied-ads/moderate-exposure condition than in the
comparable condition in which the ads were not var-
ied. In general and as predicted, substantive variation
had a greater impact on subjects’ attitudes in the high
than in the low product-relevance conditions.

DISCUSSION

The repetition-variation hypotheses were offered as
a framework for predicting under what conditions
each type of variation strategy (cosmetic and substan-
tive) is more likely to be effective in influencing con-
sumer attitudes. The two studies presented here offer
evidence of the predictive validity of the hypotheses.
In general, the current research has provided initial
support for the view that (1) cosmetic variation in re-
peated ads has a greater effect on overall attitudes
when product relevance (motivation to process) is
low and (2) substantive variation in repeated ads has
a greater impact on overall attitudes when product
relevance (motivation to process) is high. This con-
ceptual framework may prove useful in accounting
for the conflicting results from previous studies of
message repetition where little attention was paid to
the nature of the ad variation strategy employed or to
recipient differences in motivation to process the ads.

The first study addressed the issue of cosmetic vari-
ation in repeated ads. We found that cosmetic varia-
tion enhanced recall of the product and brand for sub-
jects for whom the advertised product was of low per-
sonal relevance. However, recall of the product was
also influenced by the number of exposures in the
campaign. Cosmetic variation appeared to make a
difference in an individual’s recall ability, but only
when a moderate number of ads was shown. When
individuals were subjected to a heavier dose of ads,
recall reached a ceiling, and thereafter the act of vary-
ing the ads was inconsequential.

Of greater interest, the attitude results in study 1
provided support for the view that cosmetic variation
has a larger effect under low than high product-rele-
vance conditions. No effects for cosmetic variation
were observed when product relevance was high.
When product relevance was low and repetition was
moderate, subjects who were exposed to the varied ad
campaign liked the product and advertising signifi-
cantly more than those exposed to the same ad re-
peated. However, when product relevance was low
but repetition was high, the effect of varying ads was



ADVERTISING VARIATION STRATEGIES

lost as attitudes of subjects exposed to the varied ads
became less favorable and equivalent to those of sub-
jects exposed to high repetitions of the same ads. One
possible explanation for the loss of the variation effect
under high repetition conditions is that the cosmetic
variation strategy employed in study | centered
around a theme (i.e., people in different career groups
endorsing the product). It might be possible that, de-
spite viewing cosmetically different ads, repeated ex-
posure to the theme invited a potential source of neg-
ative reaction. Not only have the subjects been
heavily exposed to the product, they must also digest
the effects of a repeated theme. This analysis suggests
that a negative reaction may be forestalled or elimi-
nated at high exposure levels with more complex cos-
metic variations than we employed. A second expla-
nation might be that the variation effects found under
the moderate repetition conditions reflect a common
belief in advertising that three exposures are optimal
and that beyond three exposures the ads lose any
compounded advantage (see Sawyer 1981 for a re-
view).

The attitude findings from study 2 provided sup-
port for the hypothesis about substantive variation.
That is, subjects who viewed the substantively varied
ads and were motivated to process them because of
their high relevance rated the product and advertising
campaign significantly higher than did similarly mo-
tivated subjects who saw the same ad repeated. When
product relevance was low, however, substantive
variation in the ads had no significant effect. As in
study 1, it is interesting to note that the variation
effect was influenced by the number of exposures.
Substantive variation had an impact only on high
product-relevance subjects who were exposed to a
moderate number of ads. For those exposed to a
heavy dose of repetition, the variation strategy was of
no consequence.

The repetition-variation hypotheses have impor-
tant implications for marketing professionals in-
volved in media planning. For marketers of products,
candidates, or social issues with little relevance for
the consumer, a cosmetic variation strategy over mul-
tiple exposures seems more appropriate. For exam-
ple, users of nondurable consumer goods often have a
high level of repeat purchases without much thought
given to subsequent buying decisions. For these prod-
ucts, the image created by peripheral cues in the ad
or the mere recall of the brand and product from the
advertising may be critical for attitudes.

Conversely, for products, candidates, and issues
that command a high level of involvement and prod-
uct relevance, and for which thoughtful elaboration
of the arguments is likely, a substantive variation
strategy may be more appropriate. Under these high
product-relevance conditions, the need to define the
target market accurately is necessitated. Defining the
appropriate market segment helps ensure that the
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product arguments are seen as strong and contribute
to the purchase decision. For these involved, targeted
consumers, a campaign employing substantive varia-
tion is expected to be more effective than one using
cosmetic variation.

In sum, the repetition-variation hypotheses pro-
vide a framework to consider when media decisions
are being contemplated involving repeated exposures
of ads. Although our first test of the hypotheses ap-
pears promising, further testing should follow. The
two studies presented here employed an audiovisual
format. Tests of the model employing one format
alone (e.g., print vs. radio) should be undertaken.
Krugman (1965) suggested that television is a “low
involvement” medium and that viewers tend to be
passive processors. Further tests of the repetition-
variation hypotheses may reveal that television is a
more appropriate medium for cosmetic variation,
whereas radio or print might hold more promise for
substantive variation strategies. Regardless, the re-
search and hypotheses presented here demonstrate
that the specific type of ad variation employed over
multiple exposures to ads is a potentially important
factor that warrants more careful consideration from
media planners and researchers.

[Received November 1988. Revised April 1990.]
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