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Abstract  

This paper contrasts the effects of competitive clutter on the recall and recognition of information 
from ads for familiar brands. An experiment was conducted utilizing ads for the type of relatively 
famiIiar brands typically advertised on network television; the dependent variables were recall and 
recognition of brand names and ad claims. Results showed that brand name recall scores were 
substantially reduced by competitive c•utter. However, exposure to competitors' ads had little 
effect on ad claim recall. These data are consistent with the view that information about familiar 
brands will tend to be compartmentalized in memory, reducing interference effects in attribute 
recall. Exposure to competitive c[utter had relatively little effect on recognition task performance. 
Suggestions for future advertising research considering competitive interference and brand famil- 
iarity issues are provided. 

Because  marke te rs  of compe t ing  b rands  tend to pu r sue  s imilar  demograph ic  tar- 
gets,  ads for compe t ing  b rands  are of ten shown dur ing  the same te levis ion  pro- 
grams.  Adver t i se r s  are becoming  increas ing ly  c o n c e r n e d  abou t  the impac t  of this 
cornpet i t ive  clu t te r  (Kent ,  in press);  their  c o n c e r n s  appear  to be jus t i f ied  by the 
obse rva t i on  of compet i t ive  in t e r fe rence  in ad c la im recall (cf. Burke  and  Srull  
1988; Kel le r  1987, 1991). 

Al though the b rands  adver t i sed  in na t iona l  media  are orten famil iar  to con-  
sumers ,  these  s tudies  were c o n d u c t e d  with ads for highly or comple te ly  unfami l ia r  
b rands .  Use of such me thodo logy  is not  unusua l :  adver t i s ing  researchers  of ten 
genera te  and test  theor ies  that be t t e t  descr ibe  the init ial  purchases  of  unfami l ia r  
c o n s u m e r s  than the more  typical  c i r cums tance  in which  ads taust  in f luence  ex- 

*The authors thank the editor and two anonymous reviewers for their guidance. Ray Burke, Frank 
Kardes, James Kellaris, Karen Machleit, Joe Mandese, and Don Schumsky provided helpful com- 
ments on various asnects of this research. 



176 ROBERT J. KENT AND CHRIS T. A LLEN  

perienced consumers (Stewart 1992). Research should be extended to deal with 
the true complexity of marketplace advertising, in which consumers encounter 
ads for competing, familiar brands (Kent, in press). Toward this objective, we 
explore competitive interference with ads for known brands. Theories and data 
suggest that individuals .will tend to compartmentalize information related to fa- 
miliar brands in memory (Srull 1983); this may reduce or remove interference 
effects in attribute recall (see Srull and Brand 1983). 

Memory for advertising has been assessed with only ad claim recall measures 
in the previous research. However, advertising researchers have long advocated 
recognition measures for use with television ads. Memory theories suggest that 
competitive clutter may differentially effect scores on recall and recognition tests 
of similar difficulty (see Postman 1976). The purpose of this research is to contrast 
the effects of competitive clutter on ad recall and recognition tests of comparable 
difficulty for familiar brands. 

1. Background 

1.1. Competitive interference in ad claim recall for familiar brands 

Consumers are likely to be familiar with brands advertised on network television, 
because significant sales (and hence visibility) are typically required to advertise 
where production and media costs are so great. Empirical findings and theorizing 
suggest that information retained from ads for familiar brands will be organized 
around individual brands (cf., Lynch and Srull 1982; Pryor and Ostrom 1981). This 
brand-based organization may reduce interference in attribute recall (see Srull 
and Brand 1983). 

1.2. Competitive clutter and recognition performance 

Marketing researchers have criticized an over-reliance on recall measures in ad- 
vertising research, and advocated the use of recognition measures (cf. Lynch and 
Srull 1982; Singh, Rothschild, and Churchill 1988). Theories of memory suggest 
that interference effects may be localized to recall measures (Postman 1976); 
therefore, exposure to competitive clutter may not affect scores on brand name 
and ad claim recognition tests which are of comparable difficulty to the recall 
tests. 

1.3. Processing goals as moderators of proactive interference effects on recall 

In Burke and Srull's (1988) study, the effect of retroactive interference was mod- 
erated by processing goals; proactive interference was not moderated. They con- 
cluded that "it is not yet clear whether the consumer's information processing 



COMPETITIVE CLUTTER IN TELEVISION ADVERTISING 177 

behaviors at the time of exposure can moderate this proactive interference effect" 
(p. 61). However, consumers who evaluate advertised brands may retain more 
pathways to brand information (Keller 1987), making them resistant to proactive 
competitive clutter effects. 

2. Experimentation 

An experiment structured around a 3 × 2 between-subjects, factorial design was 
conducted. The first factor involved exposure to competitive clutter; proactive 
and retroactive sets (see Burke and Srull 1988) plus a control condition were ex- 
amined. The second factor involved a nonbrand versus brand processing goal ma- 
nipulation; dependent variables were the recall and recognition of brand harnes 
and ad claims. 

2.1. Advertising stimuli and competitive clutter manipulations 

Seven noncomparative TV ads were selected for use as test ads. Two criteria were 
used in selecting these ads: 1) that the brands seemed representative of the range 
of relatively familiar brands advertised on network television, and 2) that the ads 
clearly emphasized orte new claim. In pilot work, student subjects completed a 
three-item brand familiarity scale for each brand. The items, given in five-point 
semantic differential form, were: familiar/unfamiliar, inexperienced/experienced, 
and knowledgeable/not knowledgeable (Machleit, Allen, and Madden, in press). 
After reverse scoring, the reliability of the composite brand familiarity scale was 
.82. The selected ads featured the following brands (followed by their mean per- 
item familiarity score): Royal Caribbean (3.36), Actifed (3.88), Audi (3.86), Fuji, 
(3.47), Central Trust (3.08), Air Canada (3.26), and Makita (3.05). 

Competitive interference was operationalized by exposing subjects to two com- 
peting ads for each test ad. The interference manipulations were contained in 
three tapes of thirty-three ads (i.e., retroactive, proactive, and noninterference 
tapes); all ads were thirty seconds. Each tape began and concluded with six com- 
mon primacy/recency ads; the seven test ads appeared as every third commercial 
from the eighth until the twenty-sixth position. On the proactive tape, the com- 
peting ads appeared in the second and fourth positions prior to each test ad; on 
the retroactive tape, the same competing ads appeared in the second and fourth 
positions following each test ad. On the noninterference tape, ads for products in 
other categories were inserted in place of competing ads. 

2.2. Processing goal manipulation 

The second factor of the design involved a manipulation of "ad" versus "brand" 
processing goals, which are intended to resemble the processing actions of con- 
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sumers who vary in involvement and needs (see Burke and Srull 1988; Keller 
1987). Subjects responded briefly in writing to one question during each ad; the 
short protocols were utilized in a manipulation check. Nonbrand processing items 
directed subjects to consider the aesthetic or executional features of the ad. Brand 
processing items asked subjects to consider the merits of the brand; this "high 
effort" set is intended to resemble the processing of involved consumers, although 
it may elicit unusually high attention levels in a lab setting, and thus inflate the 
recall and recognition scores. 

2.3. Procedure and subjects 

The subjects were led to believe that the processing questionnaire which they 
completed while watching the ads was the focus of the research, and that no ad- 
ditional measures would be forthcoming. Each videotape was seen by six groups 
of six subjects; half of the subjects in each group received each processing ques- 
tionnaire. Thus, eighteen subjects were processed in each of the six experimental 
cells. 

2.4. Measures 

A repeated measurement procedure was utilized to increase precision. After sub- 
jects viewed the tape, they received unannounced retention measures in the fol- 
lowing order: brand name recall, brand name recognition, claim recall, and claim 
recognition. The recall tests were given first to avoid prior exposure to the rec- 
ognition response choices (see Singh, Rothschild, and Churchill 1988). Pilot work 
was first conducted to assess whether prior recall testing materially alters the 
outcome of recognition testing. Subjects viewed a tape of twenty-three commer- 
cials clearly making one claim, and completed four retention measures identical 
in construction to those utilized in the focal experiment in different orders. Re- 
sults indicated that prior brand name recall testing had little effect on name rec- 
ognition, and prior claim recall testing had little effect on claim recognition. 

The brand name recall measures were cued with the product category (see 
Singh, Rothschild, and Churchill 1988), and given in the following form: "Please 
write down the brand harnes of all (videotapes) advertised on the tape." The claim 
recall measures asked subjects to "Please write down what was said or claimed 
about (Fuji videotape) in an ad on the tape"; subjects in the Keller (1987, 1991) 
and Burke and Srull (1988) experiments were also provided with brand name cues 
in the claim recatl items. 

Subjects were provided with product class cues in the brand name recognition 
items, and brand names in the claim recognition items. Recognition scores were 
corrected for false positives by subtracting the number of incorrect responses 
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from the number correct for each subject (Lynch and Srull 1982). A series of pilot 
studies were conducted to make the difficulty of the recall and recognition tests 
comparable. In these pilot studies, the difficulty of the recognition items was in- 
creased by increasing the number of distractor items until the recall and recogni- 
tion scores for a common aspect of ad content (e.g., the brand name) were at 
similar levels. The recognition measures utilized in the focal experiment required 
subjects to identify brand names and ad claims from lists in which the correct 
responses were framed by nine distractors. Distractors in the brand name recog- 
nition items were names of other within-category brands; distractors in the claim 
recognition items were claims from ads for other within-category brands. No 
brand names or ad claims from interfering ads appeared among distractor items. 

An example of the brand name recognition items was "Please identify the brand 
of videotape that was advertised on the tape" with these response choices: Max- 
ell, Polaroid, TDK, Memorex, GAF, Kodak, BASF, Scotch, Fuji, and Sony. The 
claim recognition item for the ad was "Please identify what was said or claimed 
about Fuji videotape in an ad on the tape"; the response choices were claims from 
ads for videotapes. 

With ten highly similar response choices, scores on the brand name recall and 
brand name recognition items were similar in the no-inteference condition (see 
table 1). For example, the brand name recall and recognition scores of subjects in 
the brand processing condition differed by less than 10 percent, as did their ad 
claim recall and recognition scores. These data demonstrate that ad recognition 
tests need not be substantially less difficult than recall tests assessing retention of 
the same information. Despite the high levels of attention likely elicited by the 
brand processing manipulation, there is little evidence of ceiling effects in the 
recognition data: across the experimental conditions, subjects recognized no more 
than 76 percent of the brand names, and no more than 48 percent of ad claims. 
The variability of the recognition scores is further suggested by the significant 
effect of processing on name recognition (see table 2). Summarily, these data sug- 
gest that an absence of interference in recognition should not be attributed to a 
large difference in difficulty relative to the recall, or to ceiling effects. 

Table 1. Treatment means (standard deviations) 

Brand Brand 
Interference Processing Sampte name name Ad claim Ad claim 
type goal size recall recognition recall recognition 

None Non-Brand 18 4.44 (1.04) 5.05 (1.10) 2.I1 (0.91) 2.83 (1.04) 
None Brand 18 4.94 (1.51) 5.33 (0.97) 3.05 (0.88) 3.27 (1.60) 
Proactive Non-Brand 18 3.05 (1.35) 4.22 (1.16) 1.83 (0.86) 2.94 (0.99) 
Proactive Brand 18 4.72 (1.27) 5.00 (1.37) 3.00 (0.91) 3.38 (!.41) 
Retroactive Non-Brand 18 2.88 (1.15) 4.50 (1.24) 1.72 (0.89) 2.55 (0.92) 
Retroactive Brand 18 4.66 (1.28) 5.05 (1.55) 2.83 (0.93) 2.77 (l.21) 
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Table 2. Effects of competitive clutter and processing goals on recall and recognition 

ANOVA results 
Independent Dependent 
variable variable F df Prob. 

RECALL RESULTS 
Competitive Clutter Brand Names 6.03 2,102 .00 l 

Ad Claims 1.06 2,102 .35 I 
Processing Goals Brand Names 31.07 1,102 .001 

Ad Claims 39.06 1,102 .001 
Interaction Brand Names 3.14 2,102 .047 

Ad Claims 1.06 2,102 .351 
RECOGNITION RESULTS 
Competitive Clutter Brand Names 2.03 2,102 .130 

Ad Claims 1.66 2,102 .196 
Processing Goals Brand Names 4.98 1,102 .027 

Ad Claims 2.47 1,102 .119 
Interaction Brand Names .36 2,102 .697 

Ad Claims . l0 2,102 .906 

3. Resu|ts 

3.1. Processing goal manipulation check 

Two judges examined a sample of the processing protocols for the test ads; a total 
of  210 randomly selected responses were judged. The judges were instructed to 
place the protocols into one of the following categories: nonbrand evaluation, 
brand evaluation, or "o the r" ;  inter-rater reliability was ninety-seven percent. 
Ninety-three percent of the responses to nonbrand processing items were placed 
by both judges into the nonbrand category; ninety-one percent of the responses 
to brand processing items were placed into the brand category. These data support 
the intended processing goal manipulation. 

3.2. The effects of processing goals on recall and recognition 

Brand processing appears to have increased both the recall and recognition scores 
(see table 1). The effects of processing goals on brand name and ad claim recall 
were statistically significant (see table 2) and large (omega squared values > .  18). 
A smaller, significant effect of  processing goals on brand name recognition was 
observed (F (1, 102) = 4.98, p < .027; ~o 2 = .035); the effect on ad claim recog- 
nition approached significance (F (1, 102) = 2.47, p < .119; (D 2 = .013). These 
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data suggest that, despite concerns over  variability, ad recognition scores can be 
affected by processing. 

3.3. The effects of  competitive cIutter on recall 

The effects of  competit ive clutter on brand name recall have not been previously 
examined. Competit ive clutter substantially reduced brand name recall scores (F 
(2, 102) = 6.03, p < .01; co 2 = .063); a slightly stronger effect may have been 
produced by retroactive (mz = .064) versus proactive exposure (o~ 2 = .053), per- 
haps due to recency. Given that product  category cues were provided in the brand 
name recall measures,  these findings seem consistent with list length effects. Sub- 
jects in the interference conditions had seen ads for more brands which met the 
cue conditions (i.e., brands in the specified product  category which were adver- 
tised on the tape), which may decrease the likelihood of  recall of  each brand 
name. 

In previous research, substantial competit ive clutter effects on claim recatl were 
observed with ads for unfamiliar brands, and claim recall measures cued with the 
brand name (cf. Burke and Srull 1988; Keller 1987, 1991). However ,  litfle effect 
of competit ive clutter on claim recall was observed with similar measures and ads 
for familiar brands in the present research (F (2, 102) = 1.06, p < .35; ~02 = .002). 
This finding is consistent with the idea that separate storage of  information for 
familiar brands reduces interference in attribute recall. For  example,  subjects in 
previous studies likely stored information from ads for unfamiliar, competing 
brands in a common knowledge structure (cf., Alba and Hutchinson 1987; Pryor  
and Ostrom 1981). This structuring may have resulted in interference and confu- 
sions when subjects were given claim recall measures cued with the name of one 
of  the brands. However ,  subjects in the present research likely retained informa- 
tion from ads for familiar brands in separate, brand-based structures (Srull 1983). 
When information is stored in this manner, the brand name cue should direct the 
search of  memory  to a knowledge structure containing only information related 
to the test brand, reducing interference. 

3.4. Processing goals as a moderator of  competitive clutter effects on recall 

Brand processing largely removed the effect of  competitive clutter on brand name 
recall (see tables 1 and 2). In the brand name recall data, an interactive effect of  
processing goals and competit ive clutter was observed (F (2, 102) = 3.14, p < 
.047; ~o 2 = .035), as was a proactive interference effect for nonbrand processors 
(F (1, 102) = 12.41, p < .01; eo 2 = .072). However ,  there was little evidence of  a 
proactive effect for brand processors (F (1, 102) < .5; o~ 2 = .001). These data 
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indicate that processing goals at the time of ad exposure can moderate proactive 
interference effects. 

3.5. The effects o f  cornpetitive clutter on recognition 

Exposure to competitive elutter had relatively little effect on recognition scores 
(see tables 1 and 2). Minor effects of competitive clutter were observed on both 
brand name recognition (F (2, 102) = 2.03, p < .130; (02 = .015) and ad claim 
recognition (F (2, 102) = 1.66, p < .196; (02 = .012). These data are consistent 
with the thinking that, independent of differences in difficulty and ceiling effects, 
recognition of ad content is less affected by exposure to competitors' ads than 
recall. 

4. Discussion 

4.1. Lirnitations 

Several limitations of the methodology should be acknowledged. As in previous 
studies, subjects were exposed to a set of ads without programming, and were 
tested with little delay. Inteference effects might differ within programming, or 
after more realistic delays. A limitation which is unique to the use of familiar 
brands is that some subjects may have previously seen other (or even these) ads 
making the tested claim. Because we could not produce ecologicatly-valid televi- 
sion ads, and inteference effects may vary between media (see Smith and Buch- 
holz 1991), we used real television ads making claims which we felt were novel 
for familiar brands. Still, our results may be affected by some subjects' exposure 
to ads making the experimental claim. However, the results would remain relevant 
to practice, because ads often reinforce known claims for familiar brands (Stewart 
1992), and seldom make completely unfamiliar claims (Kent, in press). 

4.2. Implications 

Relative to previous findings, little effect of competitive clutter on ad claim recall 
was observed. This finding is consistent with the notion that information about 
relatively familiar brands may be stored in separate categories, reducing compet- 
itive clutter effects. Thus, familiar brands may have an advantage in highly com- 
petitive television advertising: the memorability of ads for well-known brands 
may be less affected by competitive clutter. 

The data of the present research also suggest that the impact of competitive 
clutter on memory depends upon the retrieval activity examined: brand name 
recall was reduced, although scores on brand name recognition tests of compa- 
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rable difficulty were less affected. These findings suggest that marketers  of  brands 
in heavity advert ised,  low involvement  categories should consider switching f rom 
recall to recognition measures .  This is because  when recall tests are used, ads 
may have to be repeated to overcome competi t ive clutter effects which do not 
cor respond with a reduction in consumers '  ability to recognize ad information at 
the point of  purchase.  

4.3. I ssues  f o r  fu ture  research 

Brand familiarity effects deserve  greater  at tention in advertising research,  partic- 
ularly in studies of  m e m o r y  for advertising. Given that consumers  typically make 
their choices among familiar brands,  and that marketp lace  advertising taust  there- 
lore act to reinforce such repeat  buying (Stewart  1992), ad researchers  should 
begin to address familiarity issues in theoret ical ly-based research (see Machleit,  
Allen, and Madden,  in press). 

The effects of  claim distinctiveness versus similarity in competi t ive advertising 
encounters  should also be examined.  Particularly for low-involvement  products ,  
the relationship between brand familiarity and the confusion of similar claims or 
executions is an interesting and relevant  topic for future research. For  example ,  
consumers  may believe that a vividly memorab le  ad that made a nondistinct claim 
for a "number  two"  brand (such as the Energizer  Bunny ad) actualiy promoted  
the leading brand. This effect is suggested by  the fact that early in this campaign 
40% of  consumers  who selected the " b u n n y "  ad as the most  outstanding com- 
mercial they could recall were highly confident that it featured the bes t -known 
brand, Duracell  (see L ipman  1990). Ad researchers  should begin to explore such 
phenomena ,  which occur  as consumers  are exposed  to large numbers  of  ads for 
competing,  familiar brands,  and retrieve ad information in contexts  with differing 
cues available (e.g., in testing versus at the point of  purchase).  
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