An Investigation of the Factors Influencing Consumer Response to Sport Marketing Advertisements

Abstract

Sales promotions, such as promotional games, are widely used in sport marketing practice yet little empirical research exists on this phenomenon.  Advertisements that feature such sales promotions often seek to capitalize on the positive affect generated by such tactics through the use of sport-related imagery (e.g., pictures/text related to The Super Bowl).  Advertising literature suggests that some individuals process ad information through the use of mental pictures and, as such, may differ in their response to such ads.  Drawing upon literature in advertising and psychology, the current study examines the role of personality (fantasy proneness) and ad type (high/low imagery) on consumer response to sport marketing advertisements.  Results suggest that manipulation of certain ad elements (e.g., pictures or words) and, under certain conditions, individual differences in fantasy proneness can influence consumer response to print ads in a sport marketing context.
Introduction

The use of sport-related imagery in marketing communications, such as advertisements, is a common tactic in sport marketing (Meenaghan & O’Sullivan, 1999).  It is theorized that when these elements (i.e., pictures or text) are linked to sport, consumers ‘transfer’ positive feelings from the sport image to the brand depicted which, in turn, results in more ad favorable response (Bennett, 1999; Ferrand & Pages, 1996; Meenaghan & Shipley, 1999).  This type of pair association is utilized not only for advertising sport products (e.g., sporting goods) but non-sport products as well (Van Hoecke, Van Hoecke, De Knop & Taks, 2002).  While there is a growing body of scholarly work on the use of sport to promote non-sport products, there is a need for additional investigation into the underlying framework of consumer processing of sport marketing-related phenomena (Cornwell, Weeks & Roy, 2005).

The general advertising literature suggests that, regardless of medium, advertisements commonly contain imagery-inducing elements, including pictures and text (Miller, Hadjimarcou & Miciak, 2000). For example, print advertisements frequently feature words and phrases such as “imagine”, “visualize” or “picture yourself” (Petrova & Cialdini, 2005, p.442).  Many advertising and consumer behavior scholars suggest that these ad-imagery elements positively influence consumer preferences, including attitude-toward-the-ad (AAd) and attitude-toward-the-brand (AB) (Bone & Ellen, 1992; Burns, Babin & Biswas, 1993; Edell & Staelin, 1983; MacInnis & Price, 1987; Miller et al., 2000; Petrova & Cialdini, 2005; Thompson & Hamilton, 2006). Imagery is characterized as a style of processing “by which sensory information is represented in working memory” (MacInnis & Price, 1987, p. 473). The notion of imagery processing is put forward as involving the use of mental pictures—rather than words—when interpreting ad messages (MacInnis & Price, 1987; Miller et al., 2000; Puto & Wells, 1984).  Research suggests that some individuals can show a tendency toward relying on this type of processing in consumption contexts, including advertising (e.g., MacInnis & Price, 1987; Miller et al., 2000). Despite its extensive application, there remains some question as to the underlying characteristics of these imagery processes (Miller et al., 2000).

Advertising Imagery and Ad Response

The initial work in this domain focuses on imagery-eliciting strategies and their resultant effects on consumer response (Lutz & Lutz, 1978).  Scholars theorize a typology of these advertising strategies: 1) use of pictures; 2) use of concrete words; and, 3) use of instructions to imagine (Babin & Burns, 1997; Lutz & Lutz, 1978; MacInnis & Price, 1987).  The study of the third strategy, instructions to imagine, is considered the most direct method to manipulating ad-related imagery (Babin et al., 1992).  Though this research method has been widely studied (e.g., Babin & Burns, 1997), there is no evidence demonstrating its significant effects (Babin et al., 1992).  Likewise, the relatively few studies employing instructions as part of the ad copy demonstrate significance (e.g., Burns et al., 1993). To the contrary, a more recent study by Babin and Burns (1997) indicates that in-ad instructions to imagine and pictures have separate (and significant) influences on differences in response (i.e., AAd and AB).  
While the results of studies using in-ad instructions to imagine have been equivocal to this point, there appears to be conceptual grounds for further inquiry (Babin et al., 1992).  In addition, there are calls for further examination of additive effects of multiple ad strategies (e.g., use of in-ad instructions and pictures) on response to ad stimuli (Babin et al., 1992; MacInnis & Price, 1987). Thus, despite the wealth of research in this area, research using theoretically-grounded personality constructs to explore how imagery-based messages affect consumer evaluation, such as ad- or brand-related attitudes (Babin & Burns, 1997; Petrova & Cialdini, 2005) could add to this growing body of literature (Meyers-Levy & Peracchio, 1992).
Sales Promotions Research

A topic important to a growing number of consumer behavior scholars is the effectiveness of sales promotions, which are clustered into two categories monetary (e.g., coupons and discounts) and nonmonetary (e.g., sweepstakes) (Chandon, Wansink & Laurent, 2000).  Some consumer research suggests that nonmonetary sales promotions, such as promotional games, can enhance the consumption experience and may play a role in influencing consumer ad response (Wakefield & Barnes, 1996; Ward & Hill, 1991).  Ward and Hill (1991) define the above as opportunities to win a prize and posit that this prospect of winning can induce consumers to imagine winning (i.e., fantasy).  However, there is no empirical evidence as yet to support their proposition (Ward & Hill, 1991).

Use of nonmonetary sales promotions, such as contests and sweepstakes, is a popular tactic in sport and leisure marketing (Feinman, Blashek & McCabe, 1986; Wakefield & Barnes, 1996).  Yet, their popularity in industry practice notwithstanding, little is known about how and why consumers respond to such marketing tactics (Chandon et al., 2000; Ward & Hill, 1991).  As such, there are calls for added empirical exploration into the nature of consumer evaluations in this context (Chandon et al., 2000; Wakefield & Barnes, 1996; Ward & Hill, 1991).  Thus, the purpose of the current study is to examine the role of individual differences in the processing of, and response to, advertisements including varying degrees of imagery-eliciting elements.  In particular, this research seeks to investigate the influence of a personality-related construct (i.e., fantasy proneness) on response (i.e., attitudes and intentions) to sport marketing-related print advertisements containing varying degrees of imagery-eliciting content (i.e., nonmonetary sales promotion).

Hypotheses

Studies on imagery in advertising suggest that matching ad format (e.g., high-imagery or low-imagery appeal) with an individual’s preferred processing style (e.g., fantasy proneness) can result in more favorable ad response (Thompson & Hamilton, 2006). Similarly, there is evidence in the literature for an interaction between individual differences in processing and ad format (Peracchio & Meyers-Levy, 2005).  Based on this line of inquiry, the following hypotheses are generated:

H1:   
Individuals will report more favorable ad response (i.e., AAd, AB, PI and VI) in the high imagery ad condition than in the low imagery ad condition.
H2:   
High Fantasy Proneness (FP) individuals will report more favorable (i.e., AAd, AB, PI and VI) than Medium or Low FP individuals.
H3:
FP will moderate the effect of high/low imagery ad stimuli on ad response (i.e., AAd, AB, PI and VI).
Methods
Prior research offers that both product category involvement and hedonic/utilitarian attitudes toward product category are important to understanding consumer response to marketing stimuli, such as advertising (e.g., Voss, Spangenberg & Grohmann, 2003). Further, scholars suggest the involvement construct can be related to the processing of sponsorship stimuli (cf. Cornwell, et al, 2005). Likewise, some marketing studies indicate that consumers tend to process certain categories of products (e.g., utilitarian) differently (Voss et al., 2003). In the present study, a pre-test was used to identify a low-involvement utilitarian product category (i.e., alkaline batteries) as well as a high-involvement sport event (i.e., The Super Bowl). Since the imagery-evoking potential of the ad containing the promotional game was of interest here, it was important to avoid potential confounds such as a product category that is likely to be of high personal relevance.

This study was conducted using a convenience sample of Undergraduate college students stratified by gender (N=241; 58.5% female) and consisted of two parts: an on-line survey and a classroom session.  The on-line survey included the 25-item Creative Experiences Questionnaire (CEQ; Merckelbach et al., 2001), a measure of fantasy-proneness, the six-item promotion-proneness scale (Wakefield & Barnes, 1996), items relating to predictive validity of these scales as well as demographic items. In the classroom session, each individual saw three black-and-white print ads in a booklet, one of which was the treatment ad; ads were rotated across booklets to control for order effects. Following each ad, participants responded to four ad response measures, including attitude-toward-the-ad (AAd; four items), attitude-toward-the-brand (AB; three items), purchase intention (PI; three items), and Website visit intention (VI; three items). All four outcome measures consisted of five-point Likert-type scales and item scores were summed and averaged, resulting in an index for each dependent variable.  Separate 2 (Ad Type) x 3 (Fantasy Proneness) MANCOVAs were run for Gender.  Promotion Proneness was employed as the Covariate in the analyses.
Results and Discussion
MANCOVA results pointed to partial support for the study’s hypotheses. In general, the findings of this study suggested that Fantasy Proneness and imagery-eliciting ad executions can play a role in consumer response to print ads in a sport marketing context. As indicated in Table 1 (below), for male participants, a significant ad type main effect (H1) was found for VI and significant Ad Type x FP interaction effects (H3) were found for AAd, AB and PI.  No significant FP main effects (p > .05) were shown in males.  A significant ad type main effect was shown for VI for female participants whereas both FP main effects and Ad Type x FP interaction effects were not significant (see Table 2).

Overall, the findings of this study demonstrate support of existing advertising studies pointing to differences in ad processing and response as a function of imagery-evoking ad elements, such as pictures or instructions to imagine (e.g., Babin & Burns, 1997; Petrova & Cialdini, 2005; Thompson & Hamilton, 2006).  Print ads that contain both instructions to imagine and a picture appear to have greater effects on consumer processing and response than ads with a picture and no instructions to imagine (Babin & Burns, 1997).  The present findings also provide preliminary evidence for promotional games serving as imagery-eliciting ad copy (i.e., instructions to imagine). Given the fantasy-inducing properties of promotional games (Ward & Hill, 1991), incorporating a game into a print ad can lead to a greater degree of imagery processing as well as more favorable ad response (i.e., AAd, AB, PI, and VI).

This study provides contributions to the body of work in sport marketing, which includes examination of the use of sport to promote non-sport products and services (Van Hoecke, et al., 2002).  Prior to the current research, the effectiveness of ‘value-added’ promotions, such as promotional games, has not been examined in the context of marketing non-sport products (Wakefield & Barnes, 1996).  In addition, while sport-related images are known to be employed in sales promotions, such as promotional games (Feinman et al., 1986), there is a lack of scholarly research on their potential effects.   The present study represents one of the few empirical endeavors to explore consumer processing of promotional games and, as such, responds to calls for experimental research examining the effects of this widely-applied element of marketing strategy (Cornwell et al., 2005; Pham & Vanhuele, 1997; Ward & Hill, 1991).

The present investigation adds to existing advertising literature in several ways.  First, the inclusion of a distinct response measure for intent to visit Website (VI) extends research in this domain.  A search of current advertising imagery literature revealed only one study (i.e., Petrova & Cialdini, 2005) that includes a Website visitation item as part of a multi-item purchase intentions scale; this method does not allow for separate analysis of potential effects on VI.  Some scholars propose that advertisements that include a Web address can increase the likelihood of Website visits (Graham & Havlena, 2007).  Additionally, Website traffic is an important indicator of consumer interest and involvement with a brand (Graham & Havlena, 2007).  This importance of this technology to marketing strategy is further underscored by the fact that marketers can utilize a Web page to collect information (e.g., demographics) about consumers. Such information can be used to build a consumer database, which can aid in more efficient and effective targeting.  Thus, gaining a better understanding of how consumers use this medium can help inform marketers’ decisions.  Moreover, additional research employing a measure of Website visit intention in future advertising studies could extend the scholarly literature in this area. 

Table 1.

Multivariate and Univariate Analyses of Variance for Ad type on Ad Response for Male Participants.

	
	
	ANCOVA
	

	
	MANCOVA
	AAd
F
	AB
F 
	PI
F
	VI

	Source
	F 
	
	
	
	F

	Fantasy

Proneness (FP)
	0.85a
	0.49d
	1.42d
	0.49d
	0.38d

	Ad type (A)
	2.43b *
	1.45c 
	0.75c 
	1.16c 
	9.83c **

	FP x A
	2.22a  *
	6.78d **
	4.24d *
	3.59d *
	2.48d

	Note.   Wilks’s F used for multivariate analysis.

adf = 8, 180.  bdf = 4, 90.  cdf = 1, 93.  ddf = 2, 93.

*p < .05.  **p < .01. 
	


Table 2.

Multivariate and Univariate Analyses of Variance for Ad type on Ad Response for Female Participants.

	
	
	ANCOVA
	

	
	MANCOVA
	AAd
F
	AB
F 
	PI
F
	VI

	Source
	F 
	
	
	
	F

	Fantasy

Proneness (FP)
	1.14a
	0.47d
	0.84d
	1.72d
	0.48d

	Ad type (A)
	4.36b **
	1.95c 
	6.09c *
	2.17c 
	16.16c ***

	FP x A
	0.40a
	0.12d
	0.25d
	0.16d
	0.06d

	Note.   Wilks’s F used for multivariate analysis.

adf = 8, 258.  bdf = 4, 129.  cdf = 1, 132.  ddf = 2, 132.

*p < .05.  **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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