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In the marketing literature, there are inconclusive findings about the effectiveness of comparative
advertising. The mixed results from previous studies would certainly lead us intuitively to believe in the
possibility of the existence of moderating or mediating variables. This research aims for contributing to the
extant literature by investigating the moderating effects of structural alignability and the mediating effects
of message informativeness. To our best knowledge, no previous published research has specifically
focused on how these two variables influence comparative ads. An experimental study was conducted and
the research findings are presented. The managerial implications, limitations, and future research
recommendations are also discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

In comparative advertising, one of the most common ways that companies make comparison arguments
is to claim that they have some “special attributes” that their competitors lack instead of comparing similar
attributes. This structural alignability of the attributes requires consumers to process the information in a
different way (Chang 2007). Structural alignability has been studied for decades, but very little has been
done in the comparative advertising context. To my best knowledge, there is no research that specifically
addresses how the use of alignable differences influences the effectiveness of direct versus indirect
comparative advertising. Structural alignability is an important factor in comparative advertising because
research has shown that consumers exhibit greater difficulty in processing nonalignable versus alignable
features (Zhang and Fitzsimons 1999; Zhang and Markman 2001; Chang 2007, Herrmann et al. 2009).
Because of this difficulty, consumers may respond differently to comparative advertisements where
alignable differences are utilized.

Structural alignability “refers to the ease with which the attributes of one object can be aligned or
mapped onto another object” (Zhang 2002, p. 304), which means whether the compared attributes used in
a comparative advertisement are perceived comparable by consumers. When consumers make comparisons,
not only does the similarity between two objects matter but the differences between these two are also
important. The comparisons indicate what information consumers should particularly pay attention to: the
aligned structure and its associated alignable differences (Markman and Gentner 1997). When the focal
attribute can be mapped into the compared attribute, it refers to an alignable difference (Markman and
Gentner 1993; Gentner and Markman 1994; Zhang, Kardes, and Cronley 2002; Chang 2007). Comparative
advertisements using alignable differences are most commonly used. For example, when a car company
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compares itself with its competitors in an advertisement in terms of tire stability, engine power or fuel
efficiency, this advertisement is considered to be using alignable differences because the compared
attributes can be found in both the advertiser’s and the competitors” cars.

On the other hand, when the compared attribute is unique to the focal brand and cannot be found in
compared brands’ products, it refers to a nonalignable difference (Markman and Gentner 1993; Gentner
and Markman 1994; Zhang et al. 2002; Chang 2007). For example, when the cell phone with the built-in
camera was first introduced and was used to compare with other regular cell phones in an advertisement,
this advertisement is considered to be using nonalignable differences because the built-in camera can only
be found in the focal brand’s product and is a unique feature of the focal brand.

Prior research has demonstrated that it is easier for consumers to compare alignable differences than
non alignable differences (Zhang and Fitzsimons 1999; Chang 2007) because alignable differences provide
consumers more comprehensive information and all objects or products in the advertisement have a
comparable representation (Zhang and Fitzsimons 1999). Processing alignable differences requires less
cognitive effort and is considered to be a less difficult job for consumers than processing nonalignable
differences (Chang 2007). Therefore, alignable differences are found to be more effective in consumers’
recalls (Markman and Gentner 1997), analogical reasoning, memory accessibility (Markman and Medin
1995), and decision-making processes than nonalignable differences (Zhang et al. 2002; Chang 2007,
Herrmann et al. 2009). Most importantly, research has found that comparative advertising can increase
target brand evaluation when it focuses on alignable differences (Zhang et al. 2002).

On the contrary, nonalignable differences are found to be more difficult for consumers to process and
remember (Zhang and Fitzsimons 1999; Chang 2007). Consumers often find advertisement messages
containing nonalignable differences of the attributes too complex. Therefore, those advertisements are less
likely to be remembered (Markman and Medin 1995) and less effective in generating consumers’ attentions
and increasing target brand evaluations than those containing alignable differences (Zhang et al. 2002).
Moreover, choosing among nonalignable options introduces the potential for regret because it requires
trade-offs among features (Griffin and Broniarczyk 2010). However, companies commonly use
comparative advertisements featuring nonalignable differences to differentiate, promote, and highlight their
products, and consumers often do use nonalignable differences of different products to help them form
preferences (Zhang and Markman 2001).

Although nonalignable differences increase consumers’ cognitive load (Griffin and Broniarczyk 2010),
direct comparative advertisements with nonalignable differences can be more effective since direct
comparative advertising can motivate consumers to process the arguments in the advertisement message
and make consumers who were exposed to direct comparative advertising perceive the advertisement to be
more interesting and valuable (Pechmann and Esteban 1993). As Zhang et al. (2002) suggest, direct
comparative advertising can potentially increase alignability by specifically naming the competing brand
in the advertisement so that consumers may find it easier to compare two specific brands even though
nonalignable differences are utilized. However, in indirect comparative advertising, different consumers
may refer to different compared brands. Therefore, an indirect comparative advertisement using
nonalignable differences may make the already-difficult job even more difficult for consumers.
Consequently, it can be much less effective than direct ones with alignable differences.

On the other hand, since alignable differences receive more weight and generate more consumer
attention than nonalignable differences (Zhang, Kardes et al. 2002), consumers should not have difficulty
in processing the advertising messages regardless of whether it is direct or indirect comparative advertising.
No matter if one specific brand or one (or more) unspecified brands is compared in the advertisement,
information provided by alignable differences is comprehensive and comparable enough for consumers to
process and make judgments. Therefore, no difference between the effectiveness of direct and indirect
comparative advertisements is expected when alignable differences are utilized. Thus, the hypothesis for
the moderator of structural alignability is as following.

Hypothesis: Structural alignability moderates the relationship between advertising directness and attitude
towards the brand, such that,
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a) when the comparative advertisement features alignable differences, there is no difference in
attitude towards the brand generated by direct and indirect comparative advertisements; and

b) when the comparative advertisement features nonalignable differences, direct comparative
advertisements generate more positive attitude towards the brand than indirect comparative
advertisements.

THE STUDY

This study aimed at investigating the moderator, structural alignability, as stated in the Hypothesis, and
the mediator, message informativeness. In this study, tablet computers (Samsung vs. Apple) were used as
the stimulus for the study.

Design and Procedure

152 American adults completed surveys with Amazon Mechanical Turk (mTurk). The sample consisted
of 69 (45.4%) male and 83 (54.6%) female participants. Respondents’ ages ranged from 18 to 67 years old
with an average age of 35.4 years old and a standard deviation of 10.4. Respondents were mostly Caucasian
Americans (76.3%).

An experiment was conducted in which a 2 (advertising directness: direct/indirect comparative
advertising) x 2 (structural alignability: alignable differences/nonalignable differences) between-subject
design was used. Similar to Studies 1, advertising directness was manipulated by whether Samsung
specifically named Apple (direct comparative advertising) or not (indirect comparative advertising) in the
advertisement. On the other hand, structural alignability was manipulated by the wording Samsung used in
the advertisement: “With the built-in solar charger, Samsung Galaxy Tab needs only 1 hour to be fully
charged... Apple iPads/All other brands? 3+ hours!” (alignable differences) or “The newest Samsung
Galaxy Tab offers the built-in solar charger...Apple iPads/All other brands? They don’t!” (nonalignable
differences).

Participants were randomly assigned into one of the four experimental conditions (direct and alignable
differences, direct and nonalignable differences, indirect and alignable differences, and indirect and
nonalignable differences). First, each participant was shown the advertisement assigned and asked to read
the advertisement carefully. After that, the participant was asked questions as manipulation checks. In the
end, the participant was asked a series of questions regarding his/her attitude toward the focal brand,
demographic information and whether he/she owned the product.

Manipulation Check

Similar to the manipulation checks in the previous study, participants were asked to respond by stating
the degree to which they agreed or disagreed using a seven-point strongly disagree/agree scale with the
following two questions: “do you think Samsung is comparing itself to one particular competitor in the
advertisement?” and “do you think Samsung and the competitor(s) both offer the compared attribute, the
built-in solar charger?” for the manipulation check of advertising directness and structural alignability,
respectively. Participants given direct comparative advertisements reported significantly higher scores (N
=70, Mean = 6.542) than those given indirect comparative advertisements (N = 82, Mean = 2.195) on the
question of “do you think Samsung is comparing itself to one particular competitor in the advertisement?,”
F(1,139)=330.853 (p <.000). In addition, participants given advertisements featuring alignable differences
reported significantly higher scores (N = 80, Mean = 3.604) than those given non-alignable (N= 72, Mean
=1.411) on the question of “do you think Samsung and the competitor(s) both offer the compared attribute,
the built-in solar charger?,” F£(1,139) = 59.389 (p < .000). Therefore, the two manipulations in this study
worked as expected.

Results for Moderating Effects

The results of the ANOVA models showed that the main effect of advertising directness on attitude
toward the brand (Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.986, F(1,139) =2.607, p = .109) was not significant, which was
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consistent with what was hypothesized. Then, the test for the moderating effect of structural alignability
was conducted. In Hypothesis, it was addressed that structural alignability moderated the relationship
between advertising directness and attitude toward the brand. Consistent with the hypothesis, the interaction
between advertising directness and structural alignability was significant for attitude toward the brand,
F(1,139)=3.952 (p = .049). Then, a planned contrast analysis for attitude toward the brand was conducted
to test for Hypothesis 1a and 1b.

Based on the results of the planned contrast, when the comparative advertisement featured non-
alignable differences (alignable was coded as 0), indirect comparative advertising (direct was coded as 0)
significantly generated more positive attitude toward the brand (Mean = 5.960) than direct comparative
advertising (direct was coded as 1, Mean = 5.300, F(1,139) = 6.189, p = .016). Although H, was not
supported, a significant opposite result was found. In addition, when the comparative advertisement
featured alignable differences (alignable was coded as 1), the difference between the effects of direct (Mean
= 5.806) and indirect comparative advertising (Mean = 5.790) on attitude toward the brand was not
significant (F(1,139) = .006, p = .940). Therefore, H. was supported.

Results for Mediating Effects

In the marketing literature of comparative advertising, one of the factors that have been found to be
effective in affecting the consumer’s perception is message informativeness. When the messages are
perceived by the consumers as informative or valuable, it is much easier for them to process and retain the
information (Moldovan et al. 2019). In addition, the ease to understand the messages helps reduce the
counter-arguments and increase the likelihood of liking and enjoying the ad in general (Moldovan et al.
2019). In the past, the concept of informativeness has been investigated mostly as the moderators or
dependent variables. However, we believe it can also potentially be the mediator that directly affects the
relationship between the directness of the ad and the consumer’s attitude.

To test the mediation effect of message informativeness on attitude, we closely followed the approach
outlined by Preacher and Hayes (2008) and further illustrated by Zhao, Lynch, and Chen (2010). The
findings (based on 1000 bootstrap samples) revealed a significant indirect effect for message
informativeness from the bootstrap analysis (0.34), with a 95% confidence interval that excluded zero
(0.1038 — 0.6837). The total effect was also significant (p < .05). Furthermore, the direct effect (0.36) of
message informativeness on attitude was significant (p <.05). The product term of direct and indirect effects
for message informativeness was positive (0.36%0.34 = 0.12). This pattern of results indicates an indirect-
only mediation (Zhao et al. 2010).

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSIONS

A conceptual framework was developed to address the research gap on direct versus indirect
comparative advertising and also further investigated the effects of one potential moderator and one
mediator that could help explain the mixed results found from previous research. These studies described
in the previous paragraphs provided invaluable insights for understanding the effectiveness of direct versus
indirect comparative advertising, particularly with respect to different formats of comparative
advertisements with respect to attributes compared in the ad. As expected, in the study, it was hypothesized
that there would be no difference in attitude towards the brand when the comparative advertisement features
alignable differences. The findings supported this expectation. Since most comparative advertising research
used alignable differences (Griffin and Broniarczyk 2010), this finding was consistent with the inconclusive
results for the effectiveness of direct versus indirect comparative advertising.

On the other hand, a significant opposite result was found and showed that indirect comparative
advertisements indeed generated more positive attitude towards the brand when the comparative
advertisement features nonalignable differences. It can be speculated here that it is better for those firms
which want to compare themselves with more than one competitor to develop their own “specialized
attributes” rather than focus on the attributes that have been well provided and served by many other
companies. This surprising finding was consistent with what Chang and Kukar-Kinney (2007) found. They
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found that the unique or special attribute from a pioneer product received great recalls from consumers and
generated high accessibility in consumers’ minds.

In addition, the results of the mediation analysis have proven that consumers perceive the messages
from direct comparisons are more informative and worthy and then, in turn, improve their attitudes toward
the advertised brand. These findings are not surprising and are actually consistent with most of the previous
research on direct comparisons. This indirect-only mediating effect provides another explanation for the
inconclusive findings of the relationship between advertising directness and consumer attitude. To our best
knowledge, this is the first research that specifically focused on the mediating effect of message
informativeness on the effectiveness of comparative advertising.

This paper provides several managerial implications and applications. First, the results provide
important recommendations to marketing managers that they should make sure that its indirect comparative
advertisement features nonalignable differences to claim that they have some “special attributes” that their
competitors lack of (Chang 2007). When nonalignable differences are used in the advertising messages,
they should claim it is better than others in general instead of naming any specific competitors. By doing
this, the firm is further providing evidence that they are indeed the best because no other firm offers the
special and unique attribute stated in their advertisement.

Although this study provides useful and meaningful insights and managerial implications, there are
some limitations. First, this research doesn’t consider different levels of “directness” of comparative
advertising. In reality, different comparison strategies have been used by companies. For example, some
companies only show competitors’ logos or brand names in their direct comparative advertisements without
naming them in the messages. Some companies included competitors” slogans in their messages to imply
who they are referring to (E-surance, an Allstate company, mentions “15 minutes can save you 15% of car
insurance” in the messages to imply they are comparing to Geico). In both examples, consumers can
potentially know the one particular competitor to whom the advertiser compares. Additionally, it also
cannot be assumed that consumers perceive “the leading brand” and “other brands™ identically. This
research only uses “other brands” and “everyone else” in the manipulations of indirect comparative
advertisements.

Besides that, generalizability is a concern for both studies. Although different product categories have
been used in this research, for each individual moderator, only one study with one particular product has
been done. The conclusions of each study is based on findings from a research setting with that particular
product. No additional studies are done to try to generalize the findings. Besides that, both studies use
products which are generally considered as utilitarian products (cell phone services and tablet computers).
Therefore, no hedonic products or attributes are considered in this research.
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APPENDIX
FIGURE 1
ADS USED IN THE STUDY
(a) Direct comparative ad utilizing (b) Direct comparative ad utilizing nonalignable
alignable differences differences

NO charger? No problem?

With the Duilt-in solar
charger, Samsung Galaxy Tab
needs only 1 hour to be fully
charged...

NO chareer? No problem?

The newest Samsung Calaxy
Tab offers the Dwuilt-in solar
charger...

e PR S s, s Apple iPads? They don’t!

(¢) Indirect comparative ad utilizing (d) Indirect comparative ad utilizing nonalignable
alignable differences differences

NO charger? No problem!? NoO charger? No problem!?

With the built-in solar
chareer, Samsung Galaxy Tab
needs only 1 hour (o be fully
chareed...

The newest Samsung Galaxy
Tab offers the Duilt-in solar
chareer...

All other brands? They don*?
All other brands? 3+ hours!
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TABLE 1
ANOVA RESULTS OF THE STUDY

Dependent Variable: Attitude toward the Brand

Type III Sum of] Degrees of Mean
Source Squares Freedom Square F Sig.
Intercept 1.328 1 1.328 1.526 219
Involvement 063 1 063 072 789
Pre-Attitude 42319 1 42319 48.640 .000
Familiarity 636 1 636 731 394
Importance 25.018 1 25.018 28.755 .000
NFC .030 1 .030 .035 852
Age 349 1 349 402 527
Gender 2.979 1 2.979 3.424 .066
Race 061 1 061 .070 792
Time Spent 562 1 562 .646 423
Direct 2.269 1 2.269 2.607 .109
Alignable 2.428 1 2.428 2.790 .097
Direct * Alignable 3.438 1 3.438 3.952 .049
Error 120.935 139 870
Total 5238.360 152
Corrected Total 261.044 151

a. R Squared = .537 (Adjusted R Squared = .497)

FIGURE 2
THE MODERATING EFFECT OF STRUCTURAL ALIGNABILITY ON ATTITUDE TOWARD
THE BRAND
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