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Two experiments are conducted to examine when and why comparative advertisements lead 
to elaboration. Comparative advertisements in which the sponsor brand and the comparison 
brand are perceived to be dissimilar lead to greater elaboration, as evidenced by differences 
in argument quality, than comparative advertisements in which the sponsor and comparison 
brands are perceived to be similar. This pattern is particularly strong for those individuals not 
chronically predisposed to elaborate (low need for cognition), whereas those individuals 
chronically predisposed to elaborate (high need for cognition) elaborate the ads regardless 
of comparison composition. Results are consistent with our proposed brand congruity 
explanation. 

Often the goal of advertising is to present information in a 
manner such that attitudes toward a brand are changed. This 
can be a particularly challenging goal, especially for relatively 
new brands, of which consumers are likely to be unfamiliar. 
An advertising format that has emerged as one means by which 
to accomplish this goal is comparative advertising (e.g., 
Belch, 1981; Grewal, Kavanoor, Fern, Costley, & Barnes, 
1997;Pechmann &Ratneshwar, 1991; Wilkie & Farris, 1975). 
Comparative advertising occurs when one brand (referred to 
as the sponsor brand) compares itself to another brand (re- 
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ferred to as the comparison brand). Although comparative ad- 
vertising has typically been used by relatively unknown 
brands (comparing themselves to well-known brands), it has 
become increasingly common for even well-known brands to 
employ comparative advertising (comparing themselves to 
other well-known brands). 

COMPARATIVE ADVERTISING AND 
ELABORATION 

Comparative advertising is a potentially powerful tactic, in 
part, because research has demonstrated that comparative 
advertising engenders greater elaboration of the advertise- 
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ment than noncomparative advertising (Droge, 1989; 
Pechmann & Esteban, 1994). Contemporary persuasion re- 
search has revealed that the process by which an attitude is 
changed can differ in terms of elaboration, and differences 
in elaboration can lead to differences in attitude strength, 
such that thoughtfully formed or changed attitudes (i.e., 
those attitudes that are the result of elaboration) are more 
likely to guide behavior than nonthoughtfully formed or 
changed attitudes (for reviews, see Myers-Levy & 
Malaviya, 1999; Petty, Haugtvedt, & Smith, 1995; Petty, 
Priester, & Wegener, 1994; Petty & Wegener, 1998, 1999; 
Priester & Fleming, 1997; Priester, Nayakankuppam, 
Flemming, & Godek, 2004). As such, comparative adver- 
tisements can be used to produce strong attitudes toward 
the sponsor brand. In this article, we investigate the ques- 
tion of when and why comparative advertising is associated 
with greater elaboration. 

THE HIGH-MARKET SHARE BRAND 
EXPLANATION 

The commonly accepted explanation for this influence of 
comparative advertising on elaboration focuses on the famil- 
iarity of the comparison brand. Specifically, the explanation 
has been advanced that the presence of a high-market share 
(and thus familiar) comparison brand induces greater feelings 
of relevance toward the ad, and these feelings of relevance 
prompt increased elaboration. Pechmann and Esteban (1994) 
provided a succinct summary of this explanation (p. 406). 

Comparative ads typically compare low-share brands to the 
leading brands on the market because the leading brands 
have more equity (Aaker & Keller, 1990). That is, market 
leaders are more familiar to consumers, are more frequently 
purchased, and are generally perceived to have more desir- 
able attributes (Pechman & Ratneshwar, 1992). Thus, nam- 
ing (vs. not naming) a leading competitor brand should, pre- 
sumably, enhance an ad's intrinsic relevance. That should, in 
turn, make subjects more motivated to read or listen to the ad- 
vertiser's claims (Droge 1989; Muehling, Stoltman, & 
Grossbart, 1990; Pechmann & Stewart, 1990; 1991). 

Thus, comparative ads are hypothesized to lead to greater 
elaboration because of greater relevance, which is caused by 
the presence of a high-market share (familiar) brand. 

EVIDENCE IN SUPPORT OF THE 
HIGH-MARKET SHARE BRAND 

EXPLANATION 

This explanation is consistent with the two studies that have 
examined the influence of comparative advertising on elab- 
oration. Droge (1989) and Pechmann and Esteban (1994) 

both manipulated whether an advertisement, sponsored by 
an unfamiliar brand, was noncomparative or comparative. 
In the comparative advertisement conditions, the compari- 
son brand was familiar. Both studies found evidence in sup- 
port of the hypothesis that comparative advertisements lead 
to greater elaboration than noncomparative advertisements. 
Droge (1989) found that cognitive responses better pre- 
dicted attitudes associated with the comparative than the 
noncomparative advertisements, and Pechmann and 
Esteban (1994) found that argument quality had greater im- 
pact on attitudes when associated with the comparative than 
the noncomparative advertisements. 

AMBIGUITY OF THE EVIDENCE 

One feature that is particularly notable about each of these 
studies is that they both compare an advertisement for an un- 
familiar brand in the noncomparative advertisement condi- 
tion to an advertisement comparing an unfamiliar brand to a 
familiar brand in the comparative advertisement condition. 
Given this evidence, the possibility arises that the influence 
of comparative advertising on elaboration is the result of the 
presence of a high-market share brand (as hypothesized), or 
instead, is the result of the comparison of dissimilar (i.e., an 
unfamiliar brand comparing itself to a familiar brand) 
brands. Note that both explanations are consistent with the 
evidence for the influence of comparative advertisements on 
elaboration. We seek to investigate which explanation better 
accounts for the data. 

EVIDENCE INCONSISTENT WITH THE 
HIGH-MARKET SHARE EXPLANATION 

The ability of the high-market share brand explanation to ac- 
count for why comparative advertisements lead to greater 
elaboration is possibly questioned by the results of Iyer 
(1988). Iyer manipulated the familiarity of both the sponsor 
and the comparative brands. The commonly accepted expla- 
nation that the presence of a high-market share brand leads to 
greater elaboration would predict that the comparative adver- 
tisement in which both the sponsoring brand and the compar- 
ison brands are familiar should be elaborated at least as 
much, if not more, than the comparative advertisement in 
which the sponsoring brand is unfamiliar and the comparison 
brands are familiar. That is, the presence of two familiar 
brands should be associated with as much, if not greater, rele- 
vance than the presence of one familiar brand. The results, 
however, are not necessarily consistent with this prediction. 

Iyer (1988) in addition manipulated the verbal content of 
the advertisement. Although not conceptualized this way, the 
factual conditions of the verbal content manipulation appear 
to be more cogent and compelling than the evaluative condi- 
tions of the verbal content manipulation. If this is the case, 



COMPARATIVE ADVERTISING AND ELABORATION 1 17 

one could use the manipulation of verbal content in a manner 
similar to the manipulation of argument quality-differences 
between verbal content conditions could be indicative of dif- 
ferent levels of elaboration. 

Examined in this way, the results suggest that the compar- 
ative advertisement of an unfamiliar sponsor comparing it- 
self to familiar brands is associated with greater elaboration 
(difference factual-evaluative verbal content = 2.6) than the compara- 
tive advertisement of a familiar sponsor comparing itself to 
other familiar brands (difference factual*va~uative verbal content = 
0.7). Thus, if indeed the factual verbal conditions are stron- 
ger than the evaluative verbal conditions, this finding would 
raise questions about the commonly accepted explanation for 
why comparative advertisements are associated with greater 
elaboration. Such an interpretation of Iyer (1988) rests on the 
conjecture that the verbal manipulation is also manipulating 
the quality of the advertisement messages. 

To examine this conjecture, we conducted a preliminary 
study. As predicted, the factual verbal condition produced a 
more positive cognitive response profile and was perceived 
to be stronger than the evaluative verbal condition. This sup- 
port for the interpretation of the Iyer (1988) results suggests 
the need for a new explanation for the influence of compara- 
tive advertising on elaboration. 

ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATION: 
BRAND CONGRUITY 

A growing body of research suggests that differences in con- 
gruity can influence evaluation and elaboration of products 
(see, e.g., Campbell & Goodstein, 2001; Houston, Childers, 
& Heckler, 1987; Myers-Levy & Tybout, 1989; Ozanne, 
Brucks, & Grewal, 1992; Peracchio & Tybout, 1996; Sujan, 
1985). Of greatest importance to this argument is the finding 
that products that are moderately incongruent from a product 
category schema receive greater attention than products that 
are either congruent or extremely incongruent from a product 
category. 

Although this research has focused on the relation be- 
tween a brand and a product category schema, we suggest a 
natural extension: Namely, we propose that a similar process 
may underlie the relation between two advertised brands. 
That is, we suggest that the congruity that exists between 
brands may similarly influence elaboration, such that moder- 
ately incongruent brand comparisons result in greater elabo- 
ration than congruent brand comparisons. Thus, we propose 
that brand-to-brand incongruity (i.e., comparison at the same 
level in categorization schema) can evoke processes similar 
to the brand-to-product category schema. We refer to this ex- 
tension as brand congruity. 

As such, brand congruity possibly provides an explana- 
tion consistent with the Iyer (1988) as well as the Droge 
(1 989) and Pechmann and Esteban (1 994) findings. Both the 
Droge (1989) and Pechmann and Esteban (1994) findings 

found greater elaboration when the comparative advertise- 
ment was composed of a familiar and an unfamiliar brand. 
That is, brand incongruity was associated with elaboration. 
Similarly, Iyer (1988) found greater elaboration when the 
comparative advertisement was composed of a familiar and 
an unfamiliar brand than when the comparative brand was 
composed of two familiar brands. Again, brand incongruity 
was associated with greater elaboration than brand congruity. 
Thus, brand congruity possibly provides an explanation that 
is more consistent with the data than the high-market share 
explanation. 

TEST OF THE ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATIONS 

To examine which of these explanations seems to best ac- 
count for the influence of comparative advertising on elabo- 
ration, it is desirable to construct two comparative advertise- 
ments that vary in terms of familiarity (and thus relevance) 
and congruity. Specifically, the high-market share explana- 
tion suggests that the greater the relevance, the greater the 
probability of elaboration, whereas the brand congruity ex- 
planation suggests that the greater the brand incongruity, the 
greater the probability of elaboration. Given these different 
predictions, a strong test of the competing predictions is pro- 
vided by a case in which one comparative advertisement is 
perceived to be more relevant (but congruent), and the other 
comparative advertisement is perceived to be less relevant 
(but incongruent). 

Pretesting established that such a situation is provided by 
the case in which a high-market share (and thus familiar) 
sponsor brand compares itself to either another high-market 
share (and thus familiar and congruent) brand or to a 
low-market share (and thus unfamiliar and incongruent) 
brand. The familiar sponsor-familiar comparison brand ad- 
vertisement results in perceptions of greater relevance (and 
similarity) than the familiar sponsor-unfamiliar comparison 
brand advertisement, and the familiar sponsor-unfamiliar 
comparison brand advertisement results in perceptions of 
less similarity (and less relevance) than the familiar spon- 
sor-familiar comparison brand. 

EXPERIMENT 1 

Experiment 1 was designed to test which of the explanations 
best account for the influence of comparative advertising on 
elaboration. Experiment 1 manipulated whether a high-mar- 
ket share (and thus familiar) brand compared itself to another 
high-market share (and thus familiar) brand or instead to a 
low-market share (and thus unfamiliar) brand. In addition, 
we manipulated argument quality to provide inferences as to 
the extent of elaboration. 
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The Manipulation of Argument Quality 

The manipulation of argument quality has emerged as a 
means by which to infer differences in elaboration (see Petty 
& Cacioppo, 1986, pp. 30-44; Petty, Wegener, Fabrigar, 
Priester, & Cacioppo, 1993; Petty, Wells, & Brock, 1976). 
The logic of manipulating argument quality to assess the ex- 
tent of thinking is that when individuals are exposed to a mes- 
sage under specific conditions that foster elaboration, the 
quality of the arguments should have a larger impact on atti- 
tudes than under conditions that hinder elaboration (i.e., 
when elaboration is low). In short, argument quality is used 
as a metric by which to measure differences in the extent that 
individuals are elaborating the content of the persuasive mes- 
sage: The greater the influence of argument quality, the more 
presumed elaboration has led to that influence. The advan- 
tage of a manipulated approach to indexing elaboration is 
that it overcomes alternative explanations (such as reverse 
causality) associated with measures of elaboration, such as 
cognitive responses (see Petty, Priester, & Brinol, 2002; Petty 
et al., 1993). 

In this case, we are interested in the Brand congruity x Ar- 
gument quality interaction. If the high-market share explana- 
tion is responsible for the influence of comparative advertis- 
ing on elaboration, there should emerge a brand congruity 
interaction with argument quality, such that the influence of 
argument quality is greater on attitudes when the brands are 
both high-market share (and thus more relevant and, at the 
same time, congruent). In contrast, if the brand congruity ex- 
planation is responsible, there should emerge a brand con- 
gruity interaction with argument quality, such that the influ- 
ence of argument quality on attitudes is greater when the 
brands are incongruent. 

Participants and Design 

One hundred seventy-eight undergraduate marketing stu- 
dents at a large midwestern university participated for par- 
tial course credit. Participants were given a mock-up of a 
health magazine containing several articles and two adver- 
tisements. The second ad in the magazine was a compara- 
tive advertisement for a toothpaste. To create a moder- 
ate-involvement condition (i.e., those conditions under 
which comparative advertising is most likely to lead to 
greater elaboration), participants were given a cover story 
similar to that used in Pechmann and Esteban (1994). Spe- 
cifically, participants read that 

The university is considering implementing a health maga- 
zine for university students. Please skim through this short 
mock-up magazine as you normally might skim through a 
real health magazine. One of the ads in the magazine is for 
toothpaste, and marketers of this toothpaste may be giving 
out samples of it on college campuses next year. 

Participants were randomly assigned to one of four cells 
of a 2 (argument quality, strong vs. weak) x 2 (brand congru- 
ity, incongruent vs. congruent) between-participant design 
experiment. Immediately after reading the magazine, partici- 
pants completed a questionnaire containing the dependent 
measures. 

Independent Variables 

Argument quality. Argument quality was manipulated 
such that half of the arguments contained strong messages in 
support of the sponsored brand and half of the arguments 
contained weak messages in support of the sponsored brand. 
The argument quality manipulation was identical to that used 
by Pechmann and Esteban (1994). 

Brand congruity. The comparison brand was manipu- 
lated in the advertisement such that a high-market share 
brand (Crest) was compared to either another high-market 
share brand (Colgate), thus creating a brand-congruent ad- 
vertisement, or to a low-market share brand (Zact), thus cre- 
ating a brand-incongruent advertisement. In the high-market 
share comparison brand condition, text at the top of the page 
stated, "Why should you choose Crest Toothpaste instead of 
Colgate?" whereas in the low-market share comparison 
brand condition, the text stated, "Why should you choose 
Crest Toothpaste instead of Zact?" 

The sponsor brand (Crest) was presented by a picture of a 
Crest tube of toothpaste that was displayed prominently in 
the middle of the page. The comparison brand (either Colgate 
or Zact) was presented by a picture of a tube of toothpaste 
that was displayed as one fourth the size of the sponsor ad in 
the bottom left portion of the page. 

Dependent Variables 

Attitude toward the sponsor brand was assessed on six 
7-point scales. Each scale ranged from -3 to +3. The anchors 
associated with -3 included bad, unpleasant, disagreeable, 
unsatisfactory, foolish, and harmful. The anchors associated 
with +3 included good, pleasant, agreeable, satisfactory, 
wise, and bene$cial. Analysis revealed that the six scales 
were highly related (Cronbach's a = 0.97). Thus, we created 
an overall sponsor-brand attitude measure by averaging the 
six scale responses. This approach resulted in one attitude 
measure, ranging from -3 to +3. 

RESULTS 

The attitude measure was subjected to a 2 (brand congruity) 
x 2 (argument quality) analysis of variance (ANOVA). Not 
surprising, there emerged a main effect for argument quality, 
such that attitudes were more positive as a result of strong ( X  
= 1.64) than weak (X = -.01) arguments, F(1, 166) = 66.34, p 



COMPARATIVE ADVERTISING AND ELABORATION 1 19 

< .0001. Of greater theoretical importance, this main effect 
was qualified by the two-way interaction predicted by the 
brand congruity explanation, F(1, 166) = 5.92, p < .02. This 
two-way interaction was interpreted by examining the rela- 
tive influence of argument quality on the two types of brand 
congruity. These analyses revealed that, as predicted by the 
brand congruity explanation, argument quality had a greater 
influence on attitudes when the brands were incongruent, 
Xstrongargurnent = 1.77, Xweakargument =-0.34; F(1,85) = 5 6 . 7 3 , ~  
< .0001, than congruent, XFtrong argument = 1.5 1, Xweak argument = 
0.37; F(1, 8 1) = 16.1 1, p < .001. The results are presented in 
Figure 1. 

DISCUSSION 

Recall that Experiment 1 was conducted to test whether the 
high-market share explanation or the brand congruity ex- 
planation best accounted for the influence of comparative 
advertising on elaboration. As predicted by the brand con- 
gruity explanation, the cogency of the arguments embedded 
in the advertisement had a greater effect when the brands 
were incongruent than congruent. Based on Experiment 1, 
it is tempting to infer that comparative advertisements are 
associated with greater elaboration because of the brand 
congruity explanation rather than the presence of a 
high-market share brand. Before such an inference is ac- 
cepted, it is wise to consider an alternative explanation to 
Experiment 1. The sponsor brand for both of the compara- 
tive advertisements in Experiment 1 was a high-market 
share brand. It may be that the processes hypothesized by 
the high-market share explanation operate only when the 
sponsor brand of a comparative advertisement is a low-mar- 
ket share brand, whereas other processes, such as brand 
congruity, operate when the sponsor brand is a high-market 
share brand. We refer to this as the modified high-market 
share explanation. Such an explanation would suggest that 
the results of Experiment 1 were due to the choice of a 

Strong Arguments 

9.5 J 

Conment Incongruent 

Brand Congruity 

FIGURE 1 Attitudes as a function of brand congruity and argu- 
ment quality, Experiment 1. 

high-market share sponsor brand and, as such, did not pro- 
vide an adequate test of the explanations. 

If true, such an alternative explanation would make a spe- 
cific prediction. Namely, the modified high-market share ex- 
planation would predict that the type of sponsor (high- vs. 
low-market share) should moderate the interaction found in 
Experiment 1. Specifically, if the results of Experiment 1 are 
unique to the use of a high-market share brand as sponsor, 
and the predictions associated with the high-market share ex- 
planation emerge when the sponsor brand is of low-market 
share, then there should emerge a Sponsor brand x Brand 
congruity x Argument quality interaction. In contrast, if the 
results of Experiment 1 emerged because brand congruity 
drives the influence of comparative advertising on elabora- 
tion, regardless of sponsor brand, then there should emerge 
only a brand congruity x argument quality interaction 
unmoderated by sponsor brand. 

Need for Cognition 

Before comparing the alternative hypotheses, it is important 
to note that variables that influence motivation to elaborate 
are often moderated by the propensity of an individual to 
chronically elaborate. Need for cognition has been developed 
as a means by which to measure such chronic tendencies 
(Cacioppo & Petty, 1982; Cacioppo, Petty, Feinstein, & 
Jarvis, 1996). Research has revealed that individuals high in 
need for cognition intrinsically enjoy elaboration and are 
likely to elaborate even information that is low in self-rele- 
vance (Cacioppo, Petty, Kao, & Rodriguez, 1986). In con- 
trast, individuals low in need for cognition do not intrinsi- 
cally enjoy elaboration and are more likely to elaborate 
information only when variables increase their motivation to 
do so. 

Thus, research has uncovered a consistent pattern 
whereby individuals high in need for cognition elaborate re- 
gardless of motivational factors, whereas individuals low in 
need for cognition elaborate when motivated to do so by vari- 
ables that influence motivation (e.g., Petty, Fleming, Priester, 
& Feinstein, 2001; Priester & Petty, 1995; see Cacioppo et 
al., 1996). Given this research, we further hypothesize that 
our results will similarly be moderated by need for cognition, 
such that individuals high in need for cognition will elaborate 
regardless of brand congruity, whereas individuals low in 
need for cognition will be likely to demonstrate either the 
three-way interaction predicted by the high-market share ex- 
planation or the two-way interaction predicted by the brand 
congruity explanation. 

EXPERIMENT 2 

Experiment 2 was conducted to examine whether the results 
of Experiment 1 were due to the choice of a high-market 
share sponsor (consistent with a modified high-market share 
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explanation) or instead generalized to low-market share 
sponsors as well. In addition, Experiment 2 examined 
whether individual differences in propensity to elaborate 
(i.e., need for cognition) moderated the differential elabora- 
tion processes, such that individuals high in need for cogni- 
tion elaborated regardless of the type of comparative adver- 
tisement, whereas individuals low in need for cognition 
elaborated differentially, depending on the nature of the com- 
parative advertisement. 

Dependent Variables 

Attitudes. The same items used in Experiment 1 were 
used in Experiment 2. Analysis revealed that the six scales 
were highly related (Cronbach's a = 0.97). Thus, we created 
an overall sponsor-brand attitude measure by averaging the 
six scale responses, resulting in one attitude measure, rang- 
ing from -3 to +3. 

Participants and Design 

RESULTS 
METHODS 

One hundred thirty-nine undergraduate marketing students at 
a large midwestern university participated for partial course 
credit. Participants were given experimental materials identi- 
cal to that of Experiment 1. Participants were randomly as- 
signed to one of eight cells of a 2 (argument quality, strong 
vs. weak) x 2 (brand congruity, incongruent vs. congruent) x 
2 (sponsor brand, high vs. low-market share) experiment. In 
addition, participants were classified as being either high or 
low need in cognition. Thus, the study consisted of 16 cells in 
a 2 (need for cognition) x 2 (argument quality) x 2 (brand 
congruity) x 2 (sponsor brand) between-participant factorial 
design experiment. 

Independent Variables 

Need for cognition. At the conclusion of the experi- 
mental session, participants completed the 18-item need for 
cognition scale (Cacioppo & Petty, 1982). Scores ranged 
from (36) to (84), with a median of (65). A median split was 
conducted such that individuals with scores above the me- 
dian were classified as high (n = 59) and those below the me- 
dian were classified as low (n = 67). 

Argument quality Argument quality was manipulated 
in a manner identical to that of Experiment 1. 

Brand congruity Brand congruity was manipulated in 
a manner similar to that of Experiment 1, with the modifica- 
tion of manipulating both the sponsor and comparison 
brands. Thus, Crest was compared to Colgate and Zact (as in 
Experiment I), and Zact was compared to Crest or Glee. The 
incongruent brand advertisements were those in which Crest 
compared itself to Zact, and Zact compared itself to Crest, 
whereas the congruent brand advertisements were those in 
which Crest compared itself to Colgate, and Zact compared 
itself to Glee. 

Sponsor brand. The sponsor brand was manipulated 
to be either low (Zact) or high (Crest) in market share. 

Attitude Toward Sponsor Brand 

The attitude measure was subjected to a 2 (need for cogni- 
tion) x 2 (brand congruity) x 2 (argument quality) x 2 (spon- 
sor brand) ANOVA. Two main effects emerged from this 
analysis. There emerged a main effect for sponsor brand, 
such that participants were more positive toward high-market 
share (X = 0.81) than low-market share (X = -.22) brands, 
F(1, 1 10) = 17.93, p < .0001. And not surprising, there also 
emerged a main effect for argument quality, such that atti- 
tudes were more positive as a result of strong (X = 0.94) than 
weak (X= -.28) arguments, F(1, 110) = 27.08, p < .0001. Of 
greater theoretical importance, these main effects were quali- 
fied by a need for Cognition x Brand congruity x Argument 
quality interaction, F(1, 1 10) = 6.7 1< .02. The results for all 
16 experimental conditions are presented in Table 1. 

This three-way interaction was decomposed by examin- 
ing the main effects and interactions for the high and low 
need for cognition participants separately (i.e., the main ef- 
fects of brand congruity, sponsor brand, argument quality, 
and the resulting interactions were examined for high and 
low need for cognition participants). The results for those 
participants high in need for cognition revealed a simple ef- 
fect for sponsor brand, F(1, 5 1) = 14.1, p < .0001. And, as 
predicted, participants high in need for cognition exhibited a 
simple effect for argument quality, demonstrating that strong 
arguments (X = .9) were more persuasive than weak (-.7), 
F(l,51) = 1 8 . 8 , ~  < .0001. This main effect of argument qual- 
ity was not qualified by either the Brand congruity x Argu- 
ment quality interaction, F(1, 51) = .6, p > .4, the Sponsor x 
Argument quality interaction, F(1, 51) = 0.58, p > .4, or the 
Brand congruity x Sponsor brand x Argument quality inter- 
action, F(1, 51) = .5, p > .5, for the high need for cognition 
participants. 

As predicted by the brand congruity explanation, the results 
for the low need for cognition participants revealed a signifi- 
cant Brand congruity x Argument quality interaction, F(1,59) 
= 8 . 9 4 , ~  < .005, in addition to main effects for argument qual- 
ity and sponsor brand. Decomposition of this interaction dem- 
onstrates that the influence of argument quality is greater for 
the incongruent, F(1, 31) = 15.0, p < .0005, than congruent, 
F(l, 28) = 0.00, p > .9, comparative advertisements. The re- 
sults of this interaction are presented in Figure 2. 
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TABLE 1 
Means (and Standard Deviations) of Attitudes as a Function of Need for Cognition, Argument Quality, Brand Congruity, and 

Sponsor Brand (Experiment 2). 

Low Marker Share Sponsor High Marker Share Sponsor 

High Need for Cognition 
Strong 1.04 (0.6) 

n = 8 

Weak -1.52 (1.3) 
n = 8 

Brand Congruity Congruent 
LOW Need for Cognition 

Strong 0.50 (1.4) 
n = 6  

Weak -0.06 (0.6) 
n = 8 

Brand Congruity Congruent 

The results of the low need for cognition participants were 
not supportive of the modified high-market share explana- 
tion. Specifically, further analyses revealed that, consistent 
with the brand congruity explanation, the quality of the argu- 
ments embedded within the advertisement significantly in- 
fluenced attitudes when either the sponsor brand was 
high-market share and the comparative brand was low, Xstron, 
arguments = 2.19, Xweak arguments = -0.23; F(1, 17) = 10.2, p  < 
.005, or when the sponsor brand was low-market share and 
the comparative brand was high, Xslrong arguments = 0.7 1, Xweak 
a,uments = -0.85; F(1, 14) = 5 . 4 5 , ~  < 0.5, whereas the quality 
of the arguments did not influence attitudes when either the 
sponsor brand was high-market share and the comparative 
brand was high, Xsrrong arguments = 0.33, Xweak arguments = 0.91; 
F(l, 16) = 0.96, p  = ns, or when the sponsor brand was 
low-market share and the comparative brand was low-market 
share, Xstmng arguments = 0.50, Xweakargumenrs = -0.06; F(1, 12) = 
1.05, p  = ns. That is, argument quality only influenced atti- 
tudes when the brands were incongruent and had no effect 
when the brands were congruent. 

-1 J 

Congruent Incongruent 

Brand Congruity 

FIGURE 2 Attitudes as a function of argument quality and brand 
congruity for low need for cognition participants, Experiment 2. 

-0.11 (1.4) 
n = 9  

-1.63 (1.2) 
n = 5  

Incongruent 

1.43 (0.6) 
n =  10 

0.31 (2.2) 
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DISCUSSION 

Recall that Experiment 2 was conducted to examine whether 
the results of Experiment 1 were limited to the conditions un- 
der which the sponsor brand of a comparative advertisement 
is high-market share (consistent with the modified high-mar- 
ket share explanation) or instead extended to comparative ad- 
vertisements in which the sponsor brand was low-market 
share (consistent with the brand congruity explanation). The 
results of Experiment 2 are straightforward: Elaboration of 
advertising content emerges more when there exists incon- 
gruence between the sponsor and comparative brand than 
when there exists congruence, regardless of the market share 
of the sponsor brand. Thus, the results of Experiment 2 pro- 
vide additional evidence for the brand congruity explanation 
of why comparative advertisements are associated with 
greater elaboration. 

Recall, also, that Experiment 2 was conducted to examine 
whether individual differences in propensity to elaborate 
moderated the influence of comparative advertisement com- 
position on elaboration. As predicted, this moderation 
emerged. Individuals who chronically enjoy thinking (i.e., 
high in need for cognition) elaborated the advertisement re- 
gardless of its composition. In contrast, it was the individuals 
who do not intrinsically enjoy thinking (i.e., low in need for 
cognition) whose elaboration of the advertisement was sys- 
tematically influenced by its composition. 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

At the most basic, this research provides a new explanation for 
why comparative advertisements have been found to lead to 
greater elaboration. This explanation is based on an extension 
of congruity theory. We hypothesize, and find support for the 
idea that similar to how brand deviation from a schema can 
lead to greater scrutiny, so too can incongruent brand compari- 
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son prompt greater elaboration. We refer to this as brand con- 
gruity. What is particularly compelling about this explanation 
is that it can account not only for the results of this article, but 
also provides an explanation consistent with the Iyer (1988), 
as well as the Droge (1 989) and Pechmann and Esteban (1 994) 
findings. Thus, at its core, this article provides an explanation 
for why comparative advertisements have been found to be as- 
sociated with greater elaboration. It is not the comparison per 
se that prompts elaboration, or the presence of a high-market 
share brand. Rather, it is the presence of relatively incongruent 
brands that leads to increased elaboration. As such, brand con- 
gruity explanation offers not only an explanation for past find- 
ings, but also provides theoretical and practical guidance as to 
when comparative advertisements will prompt recipients to 
thoughtfully consider the advertising content. 

This research also provides evidence of the many determi- 
nants of advertisement elaboration. Just as Pechmann and 
Esteban (1994) found that manipulation of high personal rel- 
evance led to greater elaboration regardless of advertisement 
type, this research suggests that individuals with high need 
for cognition are likely to elaborate advertisements regard- 
less of motivational factors (assuming that they possess the 
requisite ability). Because they enjoy thinking, they are 
likely to think unless distracted, regardless of what motiva- 
tional factors are present. That is, they bring their own moti- 
vation to the advertisement. In sharp contrast, individuals 
low in need for cognition lack such intrinsic motivation. It is 
for them that features of the advertisement, such as brand 
congruity, prompt and guide elaboration. Such findings pro- 
vide both conceptual and practical insight into how advertis- 
ing influences its recipients. 

This new understanding of why comparative advertise- 
ments influence elaboration provides important managerial 
insights as to when comparative advertisements will be asso- 
ciated with greater elaboration. Specifically, it is only when a 
low-market share sponsor compares itself to a high-market 
share competitor or, alternatively, when a high-market share 
sponsor compares itself to a low-market share competitor 
that comparative advertisements will prompt greater elabora- 
tion. As such, the use of comparative advertisements that 
compare high-market share brands to other high-market 
share brands may be reducing, rather than increasing, the ef- 
fectiveness of their advertisements. That is, the acceptance of 
the high-market share explanation may well have led to cur- 
rent advertising practices, in which high-market share brands 
compare themselves to other high-market share brands. The 
brand congruity explanation suggests that such a strategy 
may not only be unwarranted, but even counteproductive. 

Future research might profitably examine the mechanisms 
underlying brand congruity. For example, is it the case that 
brand incongruity influences confidence in one's attitude, 
which in turn influences subsequent elaboration? And what 
dimensions of the brands trigger perceptions of congruity or 
incongruity? Such questions will advance what is known 
about brand congruity and, perhaps, congruity theory as well. 
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