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Abstract 

Advertising has been a common element in the web experience for years. Advertisers can use 

many strategies to reach their intended consumer, and can appeal to for example rationality, 

emotion or ethics. Using theories on the composition of ads, their context and the web user, 

this paper presents a study testing two types of advertising appeals – an ethical appeal and a 

financial appeal. The experiment tested for the effect of these appeals on outcome measures of 

attitude, trust and credibility, and attributions. The results show some differences between the 

attitudes toward the ad between the conditions, where the financial appeal produced more 

positive attitudes. The results also suggest a relationship between the credibility and trust 

measures, and the overall positive attitude toward the brand. The results are discussed in 

terms of credibility and perceived veracity of claims associated with the appeal. 
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1 Introduction and purpose 

Nearly everyone uses the internet every day, multiple times, for a myriad of purposes and in a 

myriad of ways. Whether using it to find some specific information, browsing for news, or 

aimlessly loitering around some page for general amusement, the user is subjected to other 

actors on the internet. These other actors will have things to say, messages they want to 

spread and information they want to share. One of these actors is advertisers trying to sell 

some product or service to people by providing some type of information about the product or 

service. Users have become increasingly adept at ignoring these ads, and many are even 

suspicious of them. Therefore advertising a product on the internet requires an expansive 

knowledge about what makes or breaks an ad‟s success. 

The purpose of all advertising, regardless of form or medium, is to raise the level of customer 

commitment to the product or service that a particular advertiser markets. This can be 

achieved through a number of strategies. A specific campaign need not be directly designed to 

elicit immediate purchase behavior, which is the case for a branding campaign or an exposure 

campaign. In the latter types of campaign the aim is to raise customer awareness of a product 

or service or ensuring customer loyalty to a brand.  

This paper will describe some of the implications for designing an ad and how consumers 

have been reported to react to them. A study is presented which has tested two types of 

appeals in ads – the ethical appeal and the financial appeal.  
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2 Background and theory 

This section will first describe the Banner Ad as a concept and the implications for its design. 

Following is a general description of the psychology of attitudes and attributions. Finally the 

theory and implications of these to two areas are combined for the field of marketing.  

2.1 The Banner Ad 

Banner ads can be described using two primary areas of properties; intrinsic properties and 

relational properties (Brajnik & Gabrielli, 2010). A third set of properties to consider, and by 

no means the least complex set, when studying online ads and their effects are the properties 

associated with the intended consumer. Consumers, by virtue of being people, are highly 

complex and advertising has to adhere to their perceptual capabilities, their goals for surfing 

and even the social norms under which they build their attitudes (Alcañiz, Cáceres, & Pérez, 

2010; Calisir & Karaali, 2008; Hsieh & Chen, 2011) and make decisions. 

Intrinsic properties are the properties such as color, text, imagery, animation etc. that can be 

determined by looking at the ad itself (Brajnik & Gabrielli, 2010). The intrinsic properties can 

be incorporated into the physical design of an ad, but are not necessarily restricted to explicit 

intentions. Visual argumentation and metaphor, language and associative imagery can be 

designed into an ad and can have profound effect on consumer attitudes toward an ad, as well 

as on their ability to recall and recognize previously seen advertisements (Jeong, 2008).  

The relational properties are constituted by things such as the absolute placement of the ad, 

placement relative to other materials on the page, being interruptive or overlaid, the website 

on which it is being displayed etc.  – in short, the context of the ad (Brajnik & Gabrielli, 

2010). Other ads often constitute a relational property of any given ad as well, which puts 

demands on the design of any given ad. It has to be able to compete with other ads in drawing 

the consumers‟ attention. A large number of ads or many different types of content on a page 

can give rise to a cluttering effect (Ha & McCann, 2008). Cluttering influences the perceived 

usability of websites and consumers have varying attitudes to advertisements as a result. A 

common tendency among internet users is to blame ads as the cause of poor usability where 

they are found, even if other features of the website are strictly responsible for the poor 

usability (Ha & McCann, 2008). The cluttering effect is particularly noticeable when the user 

perceives the cluttering as inhibitory to some goal they are trying to achieve or task to 

complete, which relates to the third set of properties previously mentioned – the user. 
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The behavioral context of the consumer is an important factor in regards to how they will 

view an ad. The manner in which a user perceives an ad is influenced by what the intended 

consumer intends to do or the result they expect from their session. A browsing session can be 

started with many different reasons and any given browsing session can be directed, semi-

directed, or un-directed, corresponding to the level of commitment to achieving a certain goal 

or a number of goals the customer has (Brajnik & Gabrielli, 2010). These goals pose a 

specific problem when trying to influence a consumer‟s positive attributions to a product or 

brand. The framing of the user‟s browsing the web creates a preference for what types of 

materials are shown and brought to attention. An example of one such situation could be a 

user trying to find a specific piece of information on a website, and that the activity of 

achieving that goal is interrupted by a pop-up demanding a response (click the ad or close the 

window). The disruptive element, in this case an ad, is subject to an increasingly negative 

attitude toward the ad as well as the advertiser (brand) (Chatterjee, 2008). These disruptions 

have been shown to cause a decrease in overall positive attributions to all the material, in 

particular the ads, on the certain website where the interruption took place (Hartmann, 

Sutcliffe, & De Angeli, 2008). This effect has been shown in examples of pop-up ads and 

overlay ads which have the explicit purpose of interrupting a task to force the user to attend its 

content. This type of ad was shown to be far less positively viewed in the immediate response 

(Chatterjee, 2008) than a less interruptive banner ad. 

From the above it is clear that an ad has many obstacles it must be designed to overcome. Not 

only must it be intrinsically well designed, but must also be carefully considered in its 

placement, to whom it is addressed and how it is injected into the consumer‟s field of 

attention. In fact, studies have shown that many users of the internet have developed efficient 

unconscious processes to avoid spending attentional resources on those materials. Users tend 

to attend to the content of the webpage rather than ads to the degree that a “Banner Blindness” 

effect has been observed, where users simply do not attend the ads at all (Hsieh & Chen, 

2011). The results of the study did however suggest that this type of practiced inattentional 

blindness is not all-pervasive. If the primary type of content of a series of webpages varied, 

between for example text-based and image-based, then the habituated inattentional blindness  

effect did not have as strong an effect and the consumers had a greater recall and recognition 

for the advertising materials on the sites. 
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2.2 Attitudes 

In psychology, attitude is a term that is used to describe an overall evaluation or evaluative 

judgment of an object (Maio & Haddock, 2010). Attitude is something we have regarding 

nearly all things. Primarily they help us in decision making, forming some constraint or 

heuristic with the help of which we can quickly make a decision (Hewstone, Stroebe, & 

Jonas, 2012). Attitudes can be constituted by several things, and can have many uses. Imagine 

if you would being subjected to an ad prompting you to purchase a product which you find 

very unappealing, or one from a brand you think mistreat their workers – these are probably 

things that will influence your attitude in a negative manner, and will drive you further away 

from deciding to purchase. But perhaps the product is very cheap, is of impeccable quality, or 

it is really cool and Gwyneth Paltrow has one? Attitudes can be contradictory and we are not 

always aware of our attitudes changing or what exactly makes them. One function of 

advertising is to change consumers‟ attitudes toward a product so that they help drive them 

toward a certain behavior – the purchase.  

Attitudes can be very good predictors for certain behaviors and decisions since attitudes are 

the evaluations we make of a given stimulus (Hewstone et al., 2012). These evaluations are 

made up of both „reason‟ and „emotions‟, and in attitude research these two components are 

called cognitive components and affective components. 

The cognitive components are made up of beliefs, attributions and thoughts about a certain 

object or stimulus. These can be negative or positive, for example an attitude toward a certain 

type of smartphone might be positive, and be due to attributions such as “reliable”, “good 

value” or “good support services” – or even a liking for the particular brand which carries 

with it associations to good thoughts, beliefs and attributions (Hewstone et al., 2012). 

Affective components of an attitude are the emotions and feelings that we associate with a 

certain stimulus (Hewstone et al., 2012). An affective association to a stimulus can influence 

an attitude toward it in many ways, for example associative fear tends to make our attitude 

more negative (Hewstone et al., 2012). Familiarity with an object tends to drive attitudes 

toward the positive, which is called the mere-exposure effect (Zajonc, 1968). The mere-

exposure effect states that simply being subjected to a stimuli will result in the subject‟s 

familiarity with a stimuli and being able to recognize a stimuli, even without understanding of 

the meaning of it or being given an affective association to the stimuli (Zajonc, 1968). 
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Attitudes are considered to have five primary functions; the object appraisal function where 

attitudes work to save energy, the utilitarian function which helps in maximizing rewards and 

minimizing costs, the social adjustment function which helps us identify with those we like 

and the ego-defensive function which helps maintain our self-esteem (Hewstone et al., 2012; 

Katz, 1960). The last function is the value-expressive function which is a function of attitudes 

that helps expressing values (Katz, 1960). An example of a value-expressive function is 

having a positive attitude about eco-driving because one has a value that environmentalism is 

good.  

2.3 Advertising appeals 

The appeal of an ad is the manner in which an advertiser intends to attract a consumer to 

purchase their product or service. An appeal can be an explicit statement or implicit 

suggestion, as referenced earlier in Jeong (2008). The specific marketing strategy of a 

campaign will decide the appeal of an ad and it can be directed to carry out different types of 

functions. For this paper the appeal will be different from the claim of an ad. The appeal will 

be a statement with an intentional, persuasive strategy, where the claim will constitute an 

attribute that can be held ontologically accountable - more simply put, the claim can be true or 

false. The message “this product is of good quality” in an ad can then have both an appeal and 

a claim, where the appeal is to quality, and the claim is that it is of good quality, which can be 

true or not.  

The purpose of appeals between ads is highly variable, depending on the marketing strategy 

of a given campaign. One type of purpose is to create an immediate response such as a 

purchase behavior. Efficiency for web ads is then often measured in Click-through Rates 

(CTR), which is the number of times the ad is clicked or otherwise interacted with, often 

taking the user to a page which offers the opportunity to purchase the advertised product. An 

issue with CTR is that it is often vanishingly small compared to the visitor count of any given 

webpage (Chatterjee, 2008). Therefore CTR is not necessarily the only interesting measure 

for the success of an ad, and many web marketing campaigns aim instead to build product 

exposure and brand awareness. Creating and maintaining brand image and brand equity is 

highly desirable and the efficiency of an ad is often measured in terms of attitudes toward 

brand. This overall brand image and attitudes toward the brand is often referred to as brand 

equity (Washburn & Plank, 2002).  
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If an appeal is explicit, the message constitutes one of the intrinsic properties of an ad, in that 

it is a section of text. An explicit message can, for example, try to gain the consumers‟ 

favorable attitudes by appealing to their sense of morality (an ethical appeal), their sexual 

desire (sex appeal), their fears or guilts (negative emotional appeal), their musical tastes or 

any other attribute that the consumer could identify with.  

2.3.1 The financial appeal 

A commonly used way to advertise is to claim that a product has a low cost.  In regard to 

attitudes, this type of advertising appeals to the utilitarian function of attitudes, mentioned 

previously. The utilitarian function of attitudes is one of the functions of attitudes which helps 

decision making that minimizes cost and maximizes gain (Katz, 1960). This type of appeal 

has also been described as attribute based (Lautman & Percy, 1984), wherein the product has 

a claimed attribute which is “being cheap”. In order to avoid confusion in terminology this 

appeal will be referred to as a financial appeal in this paper. The rationale for advertising low 

cost is the assumption that it leads to an increase positive attitudes toward the ad as the appeal 

fulfills the criteria for the utilitarian function of attitudes.  

2.3.2 The ethical appeal 

The ethical appeal is comparatively complex when it comes to the manner in which it 

influences a consumer‟s attitudes.  One common type of ethical appeal today is the green, or 

environmental, appeal. Arguably the most common type of environmental advertising 

combines an ethical and an emotional appeal, which in regard to attitudes appeals to a 

combination of the affective component and the value-maintaining function. The appeal often 

incorporates fear, guilt or responsibility. The previously mentioned study by Lautman and 

Percy (1984) distinguished their two conditions between the attribute based and the means-

end appeal types and characterized the means-end appeal by stating that purchasing the 

product would support the achievement of some desirable end state. The result was that the 

means-end appeal produced a larger affective response than did the attribute based appeal 

(Lautman & Percy, 1984).  

As stated earlier, the purpose of advertising is to eventually drive a consumer to make the 

decision to purchase some product, and more recent research has showed that affect does have 

an impact on decision making (Peters, Hess, Vastfjall, & Auman, 2007). In the case of the 

ethical appeal, the response rests on both social norms as well as on how well the appeal 

corresponds with the individual values the consumer holds. Appeals based on ethical values 
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not deemed to be important by the consumer are unlikely to influence attitudes toward either 

ad or brand. Eliciting a response using ethical and prosocial appeals has been shown to predict 

the way in which people choose products to purchase (Green & Peloza, 2014). It is, however, 

the case that people are more prone to act in accordance with their own values and socially 

ubiquitous norms in social settings where they are held accountable for them, than in private 

settings where they use egoistic bases for decision making (Green & Peloza, 2014).  

Another issue with the ethical appeal is that the claim associated with the appeal may be 

subject to distrust or skepticism. Recent findings by Matthes & Wonneberger (2014) have 

however suggested that distrust and skepticism is in fact a product of lack of information. 

Thus the claim of an ad is subject to issues of credibility and trustworthiness – so a consumer 

must believe what an ad says in order to be influenced by the ad at all (Soh, Reid, & King, 

2009).   

2.4 Research questions 

Drawing from this background it is clear that there are many strategies that can be used in 

drawing a potential consumer‟s attention, influencing their attitudes and creating an image of 

the product or brand. But what effect does the appeal have on these outcomes? Financial 

appeals should, according to previous research presented, provide some positive attitudes. The 

purely ethical appeal should is thus far not thoroughly investigated, as it is often accompanied 

by an emotional appeal (fear, danger etc.). Keeping the intrinsic and relational properties 

constant, and manipulating the appeal should yield some differences in all of them, depending 

on cognitive and affective responses they create. For the study presented in this paper the 

research questions are: 

- Does the financial or the ethical appeal gain more positive attitudes among users? 

- Does the financial or the ethical appeal garner more trust or credibility among users? 

- Does the financial or the ethical appeal create more positive attitudes toward the brand? 
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3 Method 

3.1.1 Participants: 

A sample of 28 participants (16 F, 12 M) with a mean age of 43.5 years (SD = 12.4) was 

recruited to take part in the study. Each participant was randomly assigned to one of the three 

test conditions. All participants had normal or corrected-to-normal vision. The participants 

volunteered to take part in the study and were informed that they could discontinue the task at 

any time, as well as being informed of their ensured anonymity in accordance with the ethical 

guidelines of the Declaration of Helsinki (World Medical Association, 2014). 

3.2 Research design: 

The study was conducted using a between-subjects design with three independent groups. 

Participants were randomly assigned to one of the three conditions. 

3.3 Stimuli: 

Three conditions were created where the manipulation consisted of different types of appeals 

in an ad shown on three webpages (see below for more details on the webpages in question). 

The three conditions were: no appeal, ethical appeal and financial appeal. The difference 

between the ethical and financial conditions was the verbal argument presented in the ad (see 

section 2.3 for details on appeals), and the no appeal condition had no verbal explicit appeal, 

merely presenting the brand name and the type of service offered. 

The ads tested were produced specifically for this study. Each group was presented with an ad 

in the form of a banner ad which was located at the top of the page and followed the standard 

measurements 240px by 980px, also used by the webpages chosen (see below) for their 

respective top banner ads. The three ads were created using the same background image of a 

tropical beach, onto which the Brand Name (Travelsmart) and the appeal were superimposed. 

Travelsmart was used as a generic name for a travel agency and is an artificial brand name (it 

does exist on a google search, but it is unregistered in Sweden and no known actor uses it in 

the country), precluding prior attitudes from influencing the respondents. The appeals were 

presented in Swedish and all participants were assumed to be fluent speakers of Swedish. 
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3.3.1 Appeals 

The Ethical Appeal used for the study: 
“Exotic Holiday? With Travelsmart you can travel again, and again, and again… 

Travelsmart collaborates with local associations for a sustainable tourism” 
 
The Financial Appeal used for the study: 

 “Exotic Holiday? With Travelsmart you can travel again, and again, and again… 
Always low prices with Travelsmart, all over the world” 

 
The control group was presented with: 

“Exotic Holiday? 
Travelsmart” 

 
See the appendix for the full ads. 

 

The bridge phrase (“With Travelsmart you can travel again, and again, and again…”) was 

omitted in the no appeal-condition stimulus. The function of the bridge phrase is to ensure the 

appeals make sense. In the case of the no appeal-condition stimulus, removing only the 

appeal and leaving the bridge phrase was deemed to make little sense, and it was thus 

removed from the ad. 

3.3.2 Placement of stimuli 

The websites chosen as media for the ads were selected from a list of Swedish websites with 

the most hits by users at the time (Sveriges Annonsörer, 2014). This was done to serve two 

purposes: 1) As a group the participants should be most likely to be familiar with these 

websites which should minimize usability frustrations for the less technologically savvy 

respondents and 2) the users should not find the presence of ads strange on these websites.  

The websites chosen were already active media for advertisers (i.e. ad-free public service 

websites were disregarded regardless of their popularity). Two news websites were chosen 

and an online buy-and-sell marketing website (similar to eBay). In an attempt to avoid 

attentional blindness, the order in which the participants were instructed to visit the websites 

was set to news-marketplace-news. This should influence the search pattern of the viewer 

regardless of their individual attention to ads in general, and should result in processing of the 

ad at the unconscious level, at least (Hsieh, Chen, & Ma, 2012). 

3.4 Procedure 

The study was conducted on three separate occasions at three locations in total. At each 

location a laptop computer lab was set up, making sure each station provided anonymity and 
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privacy for each participant. Each participant was randomly assigned to one of the three 

conditions, 10 each to the ethical and financial conditions respectively and 8 participants to 

the no appeal condition.  The participants were not informed of the purpose to investigate the 

effects of appeals in ads on the internet. This was in order to avoid their explicit processing of 

the ads at hand, so that they as far as possible would respond with their natural reactions to the 

questions asked at the end of the browsing session. The participants were simply informed 

that they were participating in a study aiming to explore the use and comprehension of a 

group of websites. 

Participants were given written instructions stating that their task was to describe the content 

of three popular Swedish web pages in succession. The instructions were to spend a minute on 

each website, in order to get a general overview of the webpage. While surfing the 

participants were instructed to note down the first thing that caught their attention on each 

page, describe what types of materials were published on each page, and whether they had 

any general opinions regarding anything on any of the webpages. The task was designed with 

the purpose of implicitly directing the participants‟ attention to the ads displayed, along with 

the other materials on the websites. The task was adapted from previous studies on 

unconscious processing of web ads (Yoo, 2008) in which the ads were placed in the periphery 

of a dummy website and the participants were asked to attend the main material. When the 

task was completed, the participants were directed to an online questionnaire on the same 

machine. After completing the questionnaire, the participants were informed of the full scope 

of the aims of the study. 
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3.5 Outcome measures 

Measures were developed for three different categories: Recall and recognition, Attitudes, and 

Attributions. Data was collected by use of an online questionnaire serviced by Google. 

3.5.1 Recall and recognition measures: 

To measure recall the participants were asked to list all the products/services and what 

advertisers/brands they could remember having seen during the surfing session, for ad recall 

and brand recall, respectively.  

The measurement for ad recognition was adopted from a previous study (Yoo, 2008) and 

consisted of asking the participants to mark the ad they had been exposed to during the 

session out of three choices. The respondents were given the choice between the ad they were 

exposed to and two other ads. The dummy ads were of similar design and marketed similar 

services, however with different appeals from the ones presented in the stimuli. 

3.5.2 Attitude measures: 

Attitudes were measured by asking respondents to rate their level of agreement with a series 

of statements. The statements each consisted of an item regarding their attitude toward the ad 

itself or toward the advertiser. For example “I find the ad to be appealing”. The respondents 

rated their level of agreement with each statement on a 7-point scale ranging from no 

agreement to complete agreement with anchor labels “Do not agree”, “Agree completely”. 

The items used to measure attitude toward the ad were:” like”, “appealing”,” pleasant” and 

” good”. Attitude toward the brand was measured using the same scale with the items “like” 

and “good”. Furthermore, trust in regard to the ad was measured with the items “credible”, 

“trustworthy” and “manipulative”.  

Attribution of brand characteristics was tested by providing the respondents with a list of 

previously gathered attributes (see next section). The respondents were asked to mark the 

attributes they associated most with the brand, accepting multiple responses. All the attributes 

were provided with a positive and a negative option (ex: “attractive” and “unattractive”). 

3.5.3 Validation of the measurements of attitudes: 

The measurements for attitude toward the ad and attitude toward the brand have been 

previously tried and documented (Jeong, 2008; MacKenzie, Lutz, & Belch, 1986). The 

participants were not assumed to be fluent English speakers so the items were translated to 

Swedish to avoid misunderstanding of them. To validate the translations, the translated items 
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were tested on a group of 5 participants. The average age of the validation group was 28 (SD= 

4,8) and consisted of 3 male and 2 female participants. The pilot test group was asked to 

report their own comprehension of the statements at hand. The statements were adjusted to 

appropriately reflect the corresponding intended meaning in English. 

3.5.4 Attribution measures: 

Attribution was measured using a characteristic association set, where the respondents were 

presented with a number of characteristics and asked to mark the characteristics they 

associated with the brand (Travelsmart). The characteristics were gathered from the group 

used to validate the translations for the items on attitude and presented with their respective 

opposites if applicable. The items ethical and cheap were added to the set to be used as a 

manipulation check. 
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4 Results 

4.1.1 Attitude toward the ad and attitude toward the brand: 

The reliability of the 7-point differential scale used for measuring attitudes was analyzed 

using Cronbach‟s Alpha and was determined to α=.924. The analysis revealed to two items 

(manipulative and purchase preference) causing inconsistency to the reliability of the scale 

and so were dropped and excluded from further analysis (Field, 2009). Kruskal-Wallis test for 

ordinal data was used to find significant differences between the conditions (Field, 2009).  

Overall means and standard deviations for the items are found in Table 1, below. 

 

A significant difference between the conditions was found in ratings given for the scale 

„appealing’ H(2)= 8.12,  p < .05. Following up this result, post hoc testing was conducted to 

evaluate pairwise differences between groups using Mann-Whitney tests. Medians are 

presented in Table 2. To reduce risk of Type I error across tests, a Bonferroni correction was 

applied for 3 analyses so all effects are reported at a 0.0167 level of significance (Field, 

2009). No significant difference between the conditions was found in ratings given for the 

scale between the ethical appeal and financial appeal conditions, (U = 26.5, r =0.40, n.s.) or 

between the no appeal and the financial appeal conditions (U = 25.00, r =0.32 n.s.). A 

significant difference between the conditions was found in ratings given for the scale between 

the no appeal and ethical appeal conditions (U = 10.50, r =0.63, p < 0.0167). 

Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations for the responses to the scale items on attitude in the 
three different conditions. 
 

Item No Appeal Ethical Appeal Financial Appeal 

    Like (ad) 4.38 (2.01) 2.60 (1.58) 4.30 (.1.89) 

Appealing (ad) 5.50 (1.78)* 2.80 (1.48) 4.40 (1.84) 

Pleasant (ad) 5.25 (1.67)* 2.90 (1.45) 4.80 (1.69) 

Good (ad) 3.63 (1.77)* 2.30 (1.34) 4.30 (1.77) 

Credible (ad) 3.88 (1.73) 2.30 (0.95) 3.50 (1.65) 

Trustworthy (ad) 3.50 (1.07) 2.50 (1.35) 3.40 (1.59) 

Like (brand) 3.13 (1.13) 2.50 (1.18) 3.10 (1.37) 

Good (brand) 3.38 (1.19) 2.90 (1.37) 3.20 (1.23) 

Positive/Negative 3.75 (1.04) 3.00 (1.33) 4.10 (1.37) 

* Significantat the p < 0.05 level for Kruskal-Wallis test 
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A significant difference between the conditions was found in ratings given for the scale 

„pleasant‟ H(2)= 7.95  p < .05. Post hoc testing showed no significant difference between the 

conditions for the scale between the ethical appeal and financial appeal conditions, (U = 

21.00, r =0.50, n.s.) or between the no appeal and the financial appeal conditions (U = 33.50, r 

=0.14, n.s.). A significant difference between the conditions was found in ratings given for the 

scale between the no appeal and ethical appeal conditions (U = 12.00, r =0.53, p < 0.0167). 

A significant difference between the conditions was found in ratings given for the scale 

„good‟ H(2)= 6.44  p < .05. Post hoc testing showed no significant difference between the 

conditions for the scale between the no appeal and ethical appeal conditions, (U = 22.00, r 

=0.39, n.s.) or between the no appeal and the financial appeal conditions (U = 31.00, r =0.19, 

n.s.). A significant difference between the conditions was found in ratings given for the scale 

between the financial appeal and ethical appeal conditions (U = 18.50, r =0.54, p < 0.0167). 

Comparative data for the Post Hoc tests are presented in Table 3, Table 4 and Table 5. 

 

  

Table 2. The group median values for the items found significantly affected by the 
experimental conditions. 

 Ethical appeal Financial appeal No appeal 

Like (ad) 2.50 4.50 4.50 

Appealing (ad) 3.00 5.00 6.00* 

Pleasant (ad) 3.00 5.00 5.50* 

Good (ad) 2.00 4.00 4.00* 

Credible (ad) 2.00 3.50 3.50 

Trustworthy (ad) 2.50 3.00 4.00 

Like (brand) 2.00 3.50 3.50 

Good (brand) 3.00 3.50 3.50 

Positive/Negative 3.00 4.00 4.00 

* Significantat the p < 0.05 level for Kruskal-Wallis test 
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Table 3. Post hoc test results for Mann-Whitney U test of the items ‘appealing’, ‘pleasant’ 
and ‘good’ of the No Appeal condition and the Ethical Appeal condition. 

Item U p r 

Appealing (ad) 10.50 0.008* 0.63 

Pleasant (ad) 12.00 0.012* 0.53 

Good (ad) 22.00 0.100 0.39 

    
* Significant at the Bonferroni corrected level p < 0.0167 

  

 

 
Table 4. Post hoc test results for Mann-Whitney U test of the items ‘appealing’, ‘pleasant’ 
and ‘good’ of the No Appeal condition and the Financial Appeal condition. 

 U p r 

Appealing (ad) 25.00 0.173 0.32 

Pleasant (ad) 33.50 0.553 0.14 

Good (ad) 31.00 0.408 0.19 

* Significant at the Bonferroni corrected level p < 0.0167 

  

 

 
Table 5. Post hoc test results for Mann-Whitney U test of the items ‘appealing’, ‘pleasant’ 
and ‘good’ of the Financial Appeal condition and the Ethical Appeal condition. 

 U p r 

Appealing (ad) 26.50 0.071 0.40 

Pleasant (ad) 21.00 0.026 0.50 

Good (ad) 18.50 0.016* 0.54 

    * Significant at the Bonferroni corrected level p < 0.0167 
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4.1.2 Ad recognition and ad recall: 

Results are reported as the rate with which respondents in each group marked the correct ad 

and the frequency of false identifications. The size of the sample was insufficient for the 

analysis of significance. 

Table 6. Results in hit proportions and false alarms for ad recognition test. 

  No Appeal Ethical Appeal Financial Appeal 

    
Hit Proportion 75.00% 100% 90.00% 

False Alarm 

Proportion 

37.50% 0.00% 10.00% 

     

Results for ad recall and brand recall are reported as percentages of correct recalls for each 

group. The size of the sample was insufficient for the analysis of significance. Ad recall (the 

correct reporting for the service type) is somewhat greater for the ethical appeal condition. 

Overall the brand recall was negligible over all conditions. 

 

Figure 1. Ad recall and Brand recall for all groups 
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4.1.3 Attribute association: 

Available attributions not attributed to any of the conditions by any participant have been 

omitted in figure 2. Results are presented in Table 2 as the percentage rate with which each 

item occurred in each condition: 

 

Figure 2. The frequency (%) of occurence of each characteristic item for each group. 
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Table 1. Correlations between the ratings of items across all groups for all items. 

 

Items Like 

(ad) 

Appealing 

(ad) 

Pleasant 

(ad) 

Good 

(ad) 

Credible 

(ad) 

Trustworthy 

(ad) 

Like 

(brand) 

Good 

(brand) 

Positive/Negative 

Like (ad) 1 ,786
**

 ,722
**

 ,687
**

 ,826
**

 ,661
**

 ,326 ,338 ,458
*
 

Appealing (ad) ,786
**

 1 ,918
**

 ,653
**

 ,662
**

 ,652
**

 ,495
**

 ,415
*
 ,479

**
 

Pleasant (ad) ,722
**

 ,918
**

 1 ,759
**

 ,608
**

 ,731
**

 ,532
**

 ,418
*
 ,466

*
 

Good (ad) ,687
**

 ,653
**

 ,759
**

 1 ,674
**

 ,649
**

 ,441
*
 ,424

*
 ,540

**
 

Credible (ad) ,826
**

 ,662
**

 ,608
**

 ,674
**

 1 ,753
**

 ,473
*
 ,426

*
 ,557

**
 

Trustworthy (ad) ,661
**

 ,652
**

 ,731
**

 ,649
**

 ,753
**

 1 ,482
**

 ,333 ,609
**

 

Like (brand) ,326 ,495
**

 ,532
**

 ,441
*
 ,473

*
 ,482

**
 1 ,839

**
 ,455

*
 

Good (brand) ,338 ,415
*
 ,418

*
 ,424

*
 ,426

*
 ,333 ,839

**
 1 ,354 

Positive/Negative 

(brand) 

,458
*
 ,479

**
 ,466

*
 ,540

**
 ,557

**
 ,609

**
 ,455

*
 ,354 1 

* Correlation significant at the p < 0.05 level 

** Correlation significant at the p < 0.001 level 
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5 Discussion 

The results from the recognition measure are quite striking in that correct identification 

increased dramatically between the control and the ethical appeal conditions, as well as false 

identification dropping equally dramatically. The results may suggest that greater attention or 

greater cognitive elaboration has taken place with the financial and ethical appeals. A possible 

explanation is, given the theory presented in the present work, that these more complex 

messages have given rise to elaborative thought, conscious or unconscious, regarding the 

message as they require some evaluation of credibility and trust, as well as providing the user 

with an anchoring towards the brand. 

Another possible explanation for the higher recognition rate is that no higher cognitive 

elaboration took place with regard to the message. For both the ethical and financial 

conditions the messages contained 15-21 words more, which would require a larger amount of 

processing power and time spent viewing the ad compared to the three-word-and-picture 

control condition ad (Nördfalt, 2005; Yoo, 2008). Given the relationship between the financial 

and the ethical conditions this explanation is quite likely, as the amount of text seems to 

correlate with the increasing recognition rate and the falling false alarm rate. 

There were very small differences in the recall rates of the ads overall, and the financial 

appeal ad is recalled slightly less than the control condition. The brand is hardly recalled at all 

in any of the groups without aid. A remaining question is then whether the financial condition, 

the ethical condition or the no appeal condition are in reality more efficient strategies in 

advertising. The recognition rate is higher, which is relatable to the mere-exposure effect 

given repeated exposure to the ad, but if the brand is never recalled in the first place it is hard 

to argue it has been an effective advertisement. 

One measure that has been used before is the “consideration set” which could be called a 

semi-aided recall. The test consists of asking respondents to list all the brands that come to 

mind given a category of products to consider.  

For the present study the unit of analysis was the appeal of an ad, and it was tested using an 

explicit verbal appeal. The fact is that in reality ads without any explicit messages exist, and 

creating deliberately vague or uninformative ads is a marketing strategy in its own right 

(Mayzlin & Shin, 2011). Therefore, what has been used in this study as a control group can be 

interpreted as a completely different mode of advertising, which means that the results could 
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be interpreted somewhat differently. The post hoc tests using the Bonferroni correction could 

be interpreted differently if using this distinction, which is more in line with the current reality 

of advertising. Seeing the ethical and the financial conditions as the mutual equivalents in 

mode of ad, the differences between them become more pronounced, as the „pleasant„ item 

falls under the level of significance and the „appealing‟ item close to significance (see table 5, 

section 4).   

There were some significant differences in attitudes towards the ad between the financial and 

ethical appeal conditions. If one follows the train of thought that the control group is its own 

type of advertising, more significant differences can be claimed without inflating the risk of a 

Type 1 error. Also, the overall means and medians show that the ethical appeal is invariably 

lower for the ethical appeal. This study was conducted in private and without any 

accountability for the respondents, and people tends to rate personal benefit higher if not in a 

social setting of accountability (Green & Peloza, 2014). Another reason that the ethical appeal 

suffered poor attitudes is that the respondents were unfamiliar with the brand, and that the ad 

offered very little in way of specificity to the claim that they actually work sustainably. In 

other studies, consumers have been shown to find vague green advertising suspicious, and 

even manipulative (Alcañiz et al., 2010). Therefore it is possible that this suspiciousness may 

have given rise to a perception of greenwashing
1
, or at least the perceived possibility of 

greenwashing (Nyilasy, Paladino, & Gangadharbatla, 2013). People tend to be distrusting of 

corporate responsibility and it is possible that those who would be disposed toward green 

consumerism found the claim less trustworthy or credible as it lacked in informative value 

(Matthes & Wonneberger, 2014) 

Trust and credibility seems to be a reasonable conclusion in light of the correlations 

associated with these items. The two items „credible‟ and „trust‟ are correlated to nearly all 

other items. These two items are very strongly correlated at a highly significant level for the 

overall attitude towards the brand. Causality cannot be proved from the data presented in this 

study, but given that the respondents could not have predisposed attitudes toward the brand, it 

is reasonable to suggest that trust and credibility play vital roles in predicting attitudes toward 

the brand, and further studies to investigate the exact relationship would be warranted. 

                                                 
1
 Greenwashing is a popular term applied for the manipulative use of green or environmental advertising, where 

the purpose is to diminish the influence of bad attributes by using the ethical appeal untruthfully. 
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There were no significant differences between any of the conditions in many of the items on 

the scales for attitude and trust towards the ad and attitude towards the brand. However, 

looking at the correlations between items across groups tells us that some of the items are 

more correlated than some. This is especially interesting in the light of previous research and 

some long-held assumptions about how attitude towards the ad is strongly indicative of 

attitude towards the brand (MacKenzie et al., 1986). Strong correlations between items 

regarding the ad and the brand respectively are to be expected. Looking at the correlations 

between the items on ads and the items on brand shows us medium to strong significant 

correlations between all the items on ads except for „good‟, indicating the long-held 

relationship present in this study as well.  

More interestingly, very strong correlations are seen between the items „credible‟ and 

„trustworthy‟ regarding the ad and the overall positive assessment of the brand on significance 

levels of p < .001. This suggests that trust and credibility are involved with attitudes toward 

the brand. In what direction this relationship is dependent is not established in this article, but 

previous work, mentioned earlier in the discussion, shows that at least in green advertising 

credibility is an important factor in consumer attitudes toward the brand.  

5.1 Limitations 

The sample size for this study was very small and the statistical power of the study is 

therefore relatively small. However, this was done as an alternative to expanding the study 

with a group of students. Students are generally a consistent group which is different from 

other groups. For this study the peculiarities of the student situation were deemed of 

significance granted their unique financial situation and their general tendency for 

environmentalism and idealism (see for example result distributions from Valmyndigheten 

(2010)). Furthermore, relatively recent reviews of advertising studies have called for the need 

of conducting studies on groups other than students. Despite the small sample size normality 

or near normality could be found in the distribution of replies, and given the nature of the data 

being ordinal, non-parametric statistical analysis was appropriate – not needlessly reducing 

statistical power. 

The items on the scales for measuring attitudes were pre-tested and validated through 

interviews. However, the items might not have been entirely translatable; therefore it is 

inadvisable to compare these values directly to other studies using the same measures in 
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English. Continued studies in the field should use a more rigorous validation procedure to 

standardize the measures for Swedish, where applicable. 

5.2 Conclusions and future research 

This study has shown that an appeal can change the attitudes of an intended consumer in the 

web environment. The ethical and the financial appeals presented in the study have been 

shown to produce different attitudes toward the ad, but not toward the brand or in the 

produced sense of credibility and trustworthiness of the ad. The study suggests a strong 

relationship between the perceived credibility and trustworthiness of an ad and the overall 

attitude toward the brand. 

A consumer‟s attitude toward and ad has been shown to influence their attitude toward the 

brand. Given the results of the present study, future studies of the relationship of credibility 

and trust, and perception of a brand should be explored in more detail. Credibility has been 

discussed from the perspective of attribution theory (Golden, 1977), and shown to have an 

effect there. The role of credibility and trustworthiness should however be explored to explain 

the direction of the relationship to positive attitude, and what features of an ad can be used to 

increase perceived credibility and trustworthiness. 
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7 Appendix 

 

The advert for the no appeal condition: 

 

 

The advert for the ethical appeal condition: 

 

 

The advert for the financial  appeal condition: 

 

Pictures by shutterstock.com. 
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