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In the last few decades there has heen an increase in ads that need more effort to unravel and
do not guide consumers to a specific interpretation as traditional ads do. These ads are open
in the sense that their interpretation is less determined hy the ad and more dependent on the
mind ofthe "beholder. " Investigations into the henefits of open ads have generally employed
forced exposure, which is likely to lead to relatively more attention for open ads as they are
more difficult to interpret. Therefore, the advantages of open ads that these investigations
reveal may not materialize in natural viewing conditions, if open ads do not—as they do in
forced exposure—attract more attention in those natural conditions. This article investigates
whether open ads command more attention than closed ads in circumstances simulating
natural viewing conditions. Two studies were carried out, showing no differences in length
of attention, hut suggesting that open ads may he processed a little deeper then closed ads.

Designers of ads have always pointed out that ads
should communicate clearly, lead easily to one spe-
cific meaning (Jewler and Drewniany 2005), and be
closed to alternative interpretations. In the last few
decades, however, there has been an increase in open
ads, ads that do not obviously direct the consumer
towards a specific interpretation of the advertising
message. Open ads generally allow multiple interpre-
tations and are not easily interpretable (Eco 1979;
Ketelaar, Van Gisbergen, and Beentjes 2008). In this
article, we focus on ads that are open because their
visuals allow multiple interpretations and because their
verbal elements, if present, do not shed light on the
interpretation of the visuals. These open ads usually
have prominent visuals, visual style figures, and little
or no verbal information, sometimes containing only
a brand name.
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There may be different reasons why an ad is open,
and these reasons constitute different and usually
separate streams of empirical investigation. For in-
stance, ads maybe abstract (Morgan and Reichert 1999),
they may be ambiguous (Warlaumont 1995), the mean-
ing of ads may be implicit rather than explicit (Dingena
1994; Van Mulken, Van Enschot, and Hooken 2005),
or ads may contain metaphors or other rhetorical fig-
ures (e.g., McQuarrie and Mick 2003b; Phillips 2000).
All of these concepts have in common that tho ads to
which they refer are open, in the sense that their inter-
pretation is less straightforward, making the ads
harder to interpret.

A number of researchers have noted an increase in
the elements that tend to go with openness. For in-
stance, Berger (2001), Kroeber-Riel and Esch (2001)
and Warlaumont (1995) noticed an increase in visual
prominence, Forceville (1996) and Scott (1994) ob-
served an increase in rhetorical figures, Phillips and
McQuarrie (2002) showed a decrease in anchoring
copy used in visual metaphor ads, and—in a more
direct assessment of the prevalence of open ads—Van
Gisbergen, Ketelaar and Beentjes (2004) detected an
increase in ads with minimal guidance from 1% in
1980 to 13% in 2000.

It is easy to imagine possible drawbacks of the open
strategy. For instance, consumers may end up with
no interpretation at all, or they may end up with un-
desirable interpretations. However, the main hypoth-
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eses presented in the literature are about a number of
interconnected positive effects of open ads: they are
expected to attract and hold more attention; therefore
(and because they need more work to interpret), they
should lead to more elaboration. Consequently, they
should be more memorable. Moreover, solving the
puzzle that these ads present (the process of inter-
preting and/or the fact that an interpretation is found)
is supposed to be inherently pleasurable and to lead to
a more positive attitude towards the ad.

There is some empirical support for some of these
hypotheses. For instance, Warlaumont (1995) and
McQuarrie and Mick (1999) found more elaboration
for ambiguous and metaphorical ads, respectively,
and McQuarrie and Mick (1999) and Phillips (2000)
found more liking for ads containing metaphors. How-
ever, these studies involved forced exposure to the
ads. The participants were required to inspect a num-
ber of ads and then answer questions about those ads.
Under these circumstances open ads—as they are more
difficult to interpret—are likely to receive more atten-
tion than closed ads. However, there is no guarantee
that open ads will receive more attention than closed
ads under normal viewing conditions, when consum-
ers spend only two to three seconds on a full page
magazine ad (Kroeber-Riel and Esch 2000; Pieters,
Warlop, and Wedel 1999; Rosbergen, Pieters, and
Wedel 1997). Two to three seconds may well be too
short to detect the open nature of the ad. Inasmuch as
the advantages of open ads are mediated by the
amount of attention they receive, these advantages
may be smaller or they may not materialize at all
under normal viewing conditions.

The problems of forced exposure have also been
noted and addressed by McQuarrie and Mick (2003a).
They created a mock magazine containing ads with
and without rhetorical figures and either told their
participants to evaluate the articles or to evaluate the
ads. The results showed that directing the attention
towards the ads did indeed have a large positive ef-
fect on recall, and that the effects of rhetorical figures
were much smaller when the attention of the partici-
pants was not specifically directed towards the ads.
As the difference between ads with and those without
rhetorical figures was smaller but not absent in these
non-forced exposure conditions, it is tempting to con-
clude that the ads with a rhetorical figure must have
commanded more attention. However, recall is influ-
enced by more variables than just attention. Moreover,
most of the rhetorical figures that McQuarrie and Mick
employed were very simple and not representative for
our concept of open ads. Therefore, the question whether
open ads command more attention is still unanswered.

As the entire chain of positive effects of open ads
seems to be—at least partially—built on the assump-
tion that open ads attract more attention than their
closed counterparts, we performed two studies in
which we attempted to compare the attention devoted
to open and closed ads, simulating natural conditions,
in the first study we compared a limited number of
open and closed magazine ads devised to differ only in
degree of openness, and in the second study we ex-
plored a sample of 206 ads and compared the attention
given to the more open half and the more closed half.

Attention

In this section we will introduce three different as-
pects of attention for visual material that we will use
as dependent variables: (a) foveal attention, (b) de-
cline of the audience and (c) fixation duration. Visual
attention is generally defined as the allocation or con-
centration of cognitive energy to process one part of
the visual field at the expense of other parts (Rosbergen
1998). Visual attention can be divided in foveal and
extra-foveal attention. Foveal attention (where the eye
is focused on) is usually measured by eye-movement
registration (Rosbergen 1998; Rossiter and Percy 1983),
and the time that the eye is focused on an ad is the
first of the three dependent variables that we employ
in the present article.

However, foveal or central attention is only part of
the story. Extra-foveal or non-central attention is at-
tention paid to elements of the visual field that are not
in focus; extra-foveal attention is the main guide in
directing foveal attention. A simple experiment may
illustrate the phenomenon of extra-foveal attention.
Turn off the lights in a dark room and after some time
to adjust to the dark, flash a camera light. The flash
will create a single image on the retina. This image
cannot be scanned by eye movements and hence is
not subject to foveal attention like a normal image,
which is observed by eye movements. Nevertheless,
"you will be able to direct your attention to a number
of different objects within the scene before it fades
from view" (Palmer 1999, p. 532).

if visual attention is defined as the allocation of
cognitive resources to one part of the visual field at
the expense of other parts, the question arises how
these resources are allocated. The definition implies
that attention is not just a matter of allocating re-
sources, but also of withdrawing or withholding re-
sources. One obvious reason for withdrawing or
withholding resources is that these resources are lim-
ited and that we have to use them wisely. However,
how are we to spend our attention resources wisely if
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we don't know what's out there that might be worth
spending them on. Palmer (1999) calls this the paradox
of intelligent selection, or the problem oí early versus late
selection. On the one hand, we need to spend our re-
sources selectively and wisely. On the other hand, we
have to spend at least some of those resources in or-
der to determine how we can spend them wisely.
Early selection is more or less random—not a very
efficient way of scanning our environment—but late
selection implies foregoing part of the benefits of se-
lection: our resources have already been (partially)
spent before we allocate them.

The present consensus is that extra-foveal attention
processes, usually but not necessarily at an uncon-
scious level, guide foveal attenfion as a response to a
number of basic visual dimensions, such as motion
and color (Palmer 1999), and that extra-foveal atten-
tion is not very sensitive to aspects of the visual field
that require more complex cognitive processes. Even
though the meaning of a word in the extra-foveal
field may be understood as a result of extra-foveal
attention processes, this is an exception and it usually
concerns words that are espedally relevant to the per-
son, such as his or her own name (e.g.. Mack and
Rock 1998). Meaning is generally considered the do-
main of foveal or central attenfion. Rayner (1998, p.5)
states that "although we can easily decouple the locus
of attention and eye location in simple discrimination
tasks, in complex informafion processing tasks such
as reading, the link between the two is probably quite
tight." Liversedge and Findlay (2000, p.10) conclude
that "semantic pre-processing, that is to say, the ex-
tracfion of information about the meaning of extra-
foveal words, is a highly contentious issue."

The problem of early versus late selection is also
applicable to the effects of open ads, be it at a some-
what different level. The difference between open and
closed ads does not reside in basic attention-grabbing
dimensions like motion and colour, but in their mean-
ing. Therefore, early allocafion of attention on the ba-
sis of openness seems impossible: we have to spend
some of our attentional resources before we can detect
that an ad is open. Only after that point openness in ads
can have a positive (or a negative) Liifluence on the
allocation of attention. Therefore, attentional advantages
that open ads might have should not show not up unfil
the later phases of inspecting an ad. Differences that
develop early would indicate that something is amiss
with the stimulus ads. Our second variable is the per-
centage of participants sfill attending the ads (the "de-
cline of audience" graphs) as a function of fime.

As mentioned before, attention for printed materi-
als is often measured by eye-movement registration.

Different types of movement govern our eyes when
we inspect our environment. Vestibular eye-move-
ments, for instance, move the eyes in order to neutral-
ize movements of the head. For our purposes saccadic
movements are important; according to Rayner (1998),
these movements reflect our moment-to-moment cog-
nitive processes. Saccades are high-speed jumps from
one point in our visual field to another; in between
these jumps our eyes are (depending on the task) fix-
ated for about 100-400ms, with an average of approxi-
mately 250ms. During these fixations, different
processes take place. Information is taken in, ana-
lyzed to some degree, and the next saccadic move is
planned. Each of these different processes takes more
or less time, depending on the nature of the task, and
the time already spent inspecting an image: fixation
durations can vary accordingly. Fixation duration has
also been reported to vary with the complexity of the
task (Knoblich, Ohlsson and Raney 2001; Liversedge
and Findlay 2000; Rayner 1998), with more complex
tasks leading to longer fixation times, because within
each fixation more time is needed for analyzing. In
line with this, Knoblich et al. (2001) showed that for
matchsfick problems, early fixations are relatively
short and later fixations progressively longer, reflect-
ing that, over time, the emphasis gradually changes
from absorbing information to analyzing it. We will
test if ads are also characterized by longer fixation
durafions during the later phases of inspection. If they
are, we will take that as evidence that longer fixations
indicate more analyzing for ads, too, and we will use
fixation duration as our final dependent variable.
Whereas viewing fime refers to the durafion of atten-
tion that is devoted to the ads, longer fixation dura-
fions indicate more processing and therefore deeper
levels of attenfion.

In the two studies presented in this article, we em-
ployed a relatively new method for measuring eye
movements—simulafing natural viewing condifions—
which was kindly made available to us by Verify, an
agency specialized in eye-tracking research.

While participants browsed through a magazine,
their eye movements were recorded using infrared
cornea! reflection eye-tracking so that they were not
restrained by any electronic equipment on their head
(see Figure 1). Two cameras tracked the position of
head and eyes, allowing continuous correction for
position shifts. Another camera tracked the opened
pages. Next, the focus of the eye was superimposed
on the pages. The position of the participants' eye-
center was measured 50 times per second. These posi-
tions are called samples. Two or more consecutive
samples in the same location are defined as a fixation.
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Figure 1
Verify Eye-Traciting instrument

The average duration of the fixations and the viewing
time were determined for each ad and each partici-
pant, and graphs showing capture and retention of
attention were derived from the frequency tables of
the viewing time.

Study 1

A major problem in comparing the amount of at-
tention devoted to open and closed ads is, of course,
that the differences that are found may be caused by
any number of factors besides their level of openness.
It is therefore important to devise pairs of ads that are
identical (as much as possible) in every way except
their degree of openness.

In a pretest we created open and closed ads that
wore identical except for the presence of an explana-
tory headline. These headlines were intended to close
the otherwise open ads by making the ads more eas-
ily interpretable and guiding the reader to one spe-
cific interpretation. Contrary to our expectations the
closed ads received significantly more attention (2.4
seconds) than the open ads (1.6 seconds). However,
the decline of audience graph (see Figure 2) shows
that the advantage of the closed ads develops very
early in the processing of the ads. After less than half
a second the difference between the two lines becomes
significant. As it is unlikely that differences in the
meaning of the ads are responsible for the difference
in attention at such an early stage in the processing of
the ad, we suspect that a more basic difference be-
tween the ads is responsible. The most likely candi-
date, and in fact the only difference between the open
and the closed ads in the pretest, is the presence oí a
headline in the closed ads. The closed ads contain one
more element to process. Therefore, in the present

study we will use a slightly different procedure to
create the experimental ads. As in the pretest, we start
out with open ads without headlines and turn them
into closed ones by adding explanatory headlines.
However, we also construct open ads with headlines.
We do so by adding a non-explanatory headline. More-
over we photoshop the open ads without a headline
in such a way as to make them even more difficult to
interpret. We will refer to these ads as extra open.
This way we can assess the effects of openness by
comparing the two ads that differ in openness and do
not have a headline (the open ad and the extra open
ad) and by comparing the two ads that differ in open-
ness and do have a headline (the ad with an explana-
tory and the ad with a non-explanatory headline).
The research questions that will be investigated for
pairs of ads that both do or do not have a headline are:

RQl : Do open ads receive more attention?
RQ2: Do open ads command deeper levels of

attention?
In addition to these main research questions, we will
investigate whether differences in attention, if any,
develop early or late, and whether the presence of a
headline has an impact on the dependent variables.

Method

Materials. Four open car ads were selected from in-
ternational magazines (see Figure 3). The ad selection
was based on four criteria: (1) the ad did not guide
towards a specific interpretation, (2) the ad contained
a prominent visual, (3) the ad contained no verbal
information, or contained verbal information that was
easy to remove without compromising the ad, and (4)
it had to be possible to render the open ad more closed
by adding a headline. Three of these ads had not ap-
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Figure 2
Decline of Audience in the Pretest
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peared in the Dutch market. One ad was for Mercedes,
another for Volvo, and two ads were for Volkswagen.
All ads were printed as two-page spreads. As it is
unusual to have two ads for the same brand in one
magazine, in one of the Volkswagen ads, the brand
was changed to Audi. In the ads for Mercedes,
Volkswagen and Audi, brand and logo were placed
in the right corner of the ad. For Volvo, the brand was
depicted in the braces.

The Mercedes ad shows a large shell with a small
car in it. The Volvo ad shows the face of a smiling girl,
teeth prominently visible, with a metal brace in the
shape of the letters VOLVO. In the Volkswagen ad, a
male hand holding a car key attached to a golden ring
seems to present this ring to a female hand. Finally,
the Audi ad shows a series of seven babushkas get-
ting larger to the right. Instead of a face, a front car
window was painted on the largest babushka. We
will refer to these basic ads as the open ads. Closed
ads were created by adding explanatory headlines.
These headlines were derived from the most fre-
quently mentioned interpretations (as in Phillips 2000)
in a randomized pre-test among 56 first-year commu-
nication students. Translated from Dutch the head-
lines are: "Mercedes is unique" (mentioned by 52% of
the respondents), "Volkswagen forever" (62%), "Volvo
protects you" (33%) and "Audi, lots of room" (72%).
Open ads with a headline were created by adding a
non-explanatory headline. This headline was the same
for all ads, except for the brand name: "Brand X is
here." The extra open ads were created by imple-

menting changes in the visuals of the four open ads
without a headline, thus rendering them even more
open. In the Mercedes ad the small picture of the car
in the oyster was removed. The golden wedding ring
in the Volkswagen was changed into a metal-colored
chain. In the Volvo ad, the word Volvo in the brace
was removed, leaving a brace without text and in the
Audi ad the doll resembling a car was replaced by a
normal doll. A sample of 229 subjects, randomly chosen
from the Dutch population by market research agency
TNS-NIPO, judged the open ads and the extra open ads
on a 3-item scale (a=.86: guides towards the ntes^iagc; is a
riddle to me; explains the message). This manipulation check
showed that the extra open ads were all perceived as
significantly more open than the open ads. Another
sample of 234 subjects judged the ads with a headline.
The ads with a non-explanatory headline were per-
ceived as more open than the ads with an explanatory
headline for all four brands, though the difference was
not quite significant for the Mercedes ads.

Participants. Four groups, with 109,110,104 and 105
participants, respectively, participated in the experi-
ment. They were approximately equal in gender com-
position {50% men, 5Q%J women) and age distribution
(from 18 to 55 years). The participants were randomly
chosen from the database of marketing agency Re-
search International in the Netherlands and were paid
for their participation.

Depefident measures. Open and closed ads will be
compared on three dependent measures. First, the
viewing time: the time that the subject's eye has been
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Figure 3
Experimental Ads Used in Study 1

Table 1
Mean Viewing Time in Seconds for Ads by Conditions

Alo Headlines Headlines
Ad

Volkswagen
Audi
Mercedes
Volvo
Average

'p=two-tailed.

Extra Open

2.65
3.35
3.00
3.46
3.12

Open

2.84
3.40
2.88
3.04
3.04

tfdf)

.75 (205)

.14 (209)

.47 (210)
1.38 (211)
.56 (841)

f^

.46

.89

.64

.17

.58

Open

2.72
3.56
3.58
3.25
3.28

Closed

2.87
3.69
3.41
3.44
3.34

tfdfj

.62 (213)

.37 (208)

.54 (206)

.85 (208)

.47 (841)

.54

.71

.59

.40

.64

on the ad. Second, the distribution of attention: the
percentage of the participants that is watching the ad
as a function of time. We will visualize this in the
decline of audience graph. Finally, the average/ÏJiriii/on
durations are reported.

Procedure. A 4x4 mixed design was used; The sixteen
ads were inserted in four identical copies of an issue of
the weekly Dutch magazine HP-de Tijd according to a
scheme in which each copy contained four ads for four
different brands: an extra open ad, an open ad without
a headline, an open ad with a non-explanatory headline
and a closed ad with an explanatory headline. For prac-

tical purposes, the magazine was shortened from 82 to
35 pages. The magazine contained 12 ads, the second,
fifth, eighth and eleventh being the test ads. Partici-
pants received one of the four copies and were requested
to browse through the magazine as if they were in a
waiting room, and they were not informed that the
study concerned the ads.

Results

A preliminary analysis showed that ads with a head-
line received significantly more attention than ads with-
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Figure 4
Decline of Audience
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out a headline (3.31 versus 3.08 seconds: t(1684)=2.30,
p=.Oll) This confirms our suspicion that the presence
of a headline influences the viewing time and that test-
ads that are compared should be equal in this regard.

There are no significant differences in attention be-
tween the two headline conditions and there are no
significant differences between the two no-headline
conditions (see Table 1). These results do not support
the idea that open ads receive more attention. Figure
4 corroborates this. The headlines do affect attention:
ads with a headline manage to keep on to their audi-
ence for a longer time (the difference is significant
after 1.3 seconds: t(1684)^2.1, p .̂O38). However, when
the presence of a headline is kept constant, that is,
when the open ads are compared to the extra open
ads and when the open ads with a headline are com-
pared to the closed ads with a headline, we find that
openness leaves no noticeable (and certainly no sig-
nificant) trace in the decline of audience graph.

The final dependent variable for detecting an effect
of the open character of ads upon attention is the
fixation duration. The literature suggests that fixation
duration is positively related to the complexity of the
material inspected, because with complex images each
fixation involves more fime for analyzing the infor-
mation intake. In order to validate the idea that more

analyzing prolongs the fixation duration for ads, we
calculated the fixation durations for parficipants with
different viewing times for the ads. Because later
phases of inspecting an image are characterized by
more time for analyzing the incoming data, respon-
dents with longer viewing time should have longer
average fixation durations'. Fixation duration is in-
deed strongly related to viewing fime (see Table 2).
When participants look longer at the ads the average
fixation duration increases (r=.44, p<.OOÍ). This sup-
ports our contention that longer fixation durafions
indicate deeper processing of the information. If open
ads need more work to solve, or rather, if open ads
succeed in seducing readers to devote more energy to
interpret them, then their fixafion durafions should
be longer. However, the difference between the two
conditions with a headline (195ms for the non-ex-
planatory headline and 199ms for the explanatory
headline) is not significant, nor is the difference be-
tween the two conditions without a headline (211ms
for both the open and the extra open condition).

Conclusions

Study 1 confirmed our suspicion that the presence
of headlines influences viewing times and should be
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Table 2
Mean Fixation Durations in Milliseconds (n) by Viewing Time (in Seconds)

Viewing Time in Seconds Fixation Duration in MHiiseconds

0-1
1-2
2-3
3-4
4-5
5+

141 (81)
177 (422)
201 (453)
217 (338)
234 (171)
242 (221)

kept constant in test situations. However, there were
no discernable differences between the open and the
closed ads when both conditions contained a head-
line or when both conditions did not contain a head-
line. Viewing times were equal. Decline of audience
lines were identical for open and closed ads, and the
average fixation fimes, which we employed as a mea-
sure of cognifive workload, did not differ significantly.

Study 2

In study 1 we took pains to construct ads that were
comparable in every way except for their openness.
Such an approach necessarily limits the number of
ads that can be investigated. It has also limited the
variety of open ads that were investigated: the ads in
study 1 were all metaphorical in nature. In study 2 we
will take a different approach. The emphasis will not
be on comparability of the ads, but on large numbers
of ads and on ecological validity: the ads will be a
sample from the population of open and closed ads as
they appear in real life. Therefore, any differences that
are found will be attributable to either the openness of
the ads or to characteristics that tend to go with open-
ness. As in study 1, the research questions are:

RQ3: Do open ads receive more attenfion?
RQ4: Do open ads command deeper levels of

attention?

Method

As mentioned before, our investigations took place
in cooperafion with Verify. Verify has been perform-
ing commercial eye-tracking investigations since 1997,
and now has a database of eye-tracking data contain-
ing more than 70,000 magazine ads. From this data-
base, we selected all one and two-page car ads
(spreads) that were tested with male participants only.
This resulted in a sample of 266 ads. Tests with only
male participants were selected because the percent-
age of males and females varied strongly in the tests

in the database. The data available in the database
allowed us to calculate the average viewing time and
^G fixation duration (the average duraäon of the fixa-
tions) of open and closed ads. However, the decline of
audience graph could not be produced with the aggre-
gated data employed in the present study.

In order to determine the openness of the ads, two
coders were instructed to code the 266 ads as either
open or closed. The main criterion for coding an ad as
open was that the ad did not guide the viewer toward
a specific interpretation. Further criteria were that the
ad contained a prominent visual and did not contain
too much text. However, as most of the car ads in our
database contained a prominent pictorial and little
text, this criterion hardly influenced the categoriza-
tion process. Ads that were classified differently by
the coders were discussed, and if no agreement was
reached, they were discarded. This resulted in a data
file with 99 open ads and 107 closed ads.

Results

Table 3 presents the average viewing times for open
and closed ads for single and double-page ads sepa-
rately, as the average viewing time for double pages
is much higher than the viewing time for single pages.
For both single and double pages t-tests showed no
significant differences between open and closed ads.
Addifional analyses of variance with the amount of
text as a covariate yielded the same results. Appar-
ently, the absence of differences in attention between
open and closed ads is not restricted to our carefully
manipulated (metaphorical) ads from study 1, but
characterizes a larger population of ads.

The average fixation durations cannot be reported
without some comment. In study 1, these average
fixation durafions represented fixation times pertain-
ing to different subjects looking at the same ad. ln the
present study, fixation durations relate to different
subjects looking at different ads. This implies that
whereas in our previous studies a posifive relation
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Table 3
Mean Viewing Time in Seconds for Open and Closed Ads per Ad Type

Ad Type

1 page
2 pages

Open

2.5
4.1

Mean Fixation Durations in

Viewing Time

1-2
2-3
3-4
4-5
5-6
Average

dosed

2.4
4.2

Table 4
Milliseconds (n) by Viewing

tfdf)

.643 (103)

.874 (99)

p(2-taiied)

.536

.384

Time (in Seconds) per Ad Type

Fixation Duration

1-Page Ads

202 (34)
209 (48)
221 (18)
229 (5)

210(105)

2-Page Ads

184 (1)
196 (6)
207 (40)
207 (39)
220 (15)
208(101)

Note: A dash means no data in this range.

Ad

Single page
Double page

Fixation Durations in

Open

214
212

Table 5
Milliseconds for

dosed

206
204

Open and Closed Ads

t(df)

2.54(103)
3.08 (99)

p(2-taiied)

.013

.003

between viewing time and fixation duration was ex-
pected, in the present investigation such a relation
may be mitigated by the fact that some ads contain
more information than others and therefore need more
time for information intake. Longer fixation durations
therefore, do not necessarily reflect differences in the
depth of processing but may also simply reflect dif-
ferences in the information richness of the ads. Nev-
ertheless, our analysis shows that for both single {r=.4:5,
p<.OÖl ) and double-page ads {r=.42, p<.001), there is a
significant relation between the average viewing time
of the ads and the fixation duration (see Table 4).

When ads receive more viewing üme and thus may
be assumed to receive relatively more processing time,
they also have longer fixation durations, though the
size of this effect is indeed diluted compared to study 1.
Contrary to study 1, however, the open ads revealed
significantly longer fixation durations (see Table 5).
AddiHonal analyses of variance with the amount of text
as a covariate did not change these results {F^.75; p=.O32
and ¥=7.15; p=.009 for one and two page ads, respec-

fively). Though the size of this effect is rather small the
staHstical effect size is medium (Cohen's d is .50 and .62
for one and two page ads, respecfively).

Conclusions

In study 2 we have cast our nets more widely. Rather
than concentrating on correctly matching and compar-
ing a limited number of open and closed ads, we went
for large numbers, comparing 99 open ads with 107
closed ads. The results suggest that open ads—given
their character and all the ways they tend to differ from
closed ads, but controlling for the amount of text—are
not attended to for a longer time than closed ads. How-
ever, open ads were characterized by slightly longer
fixation durations, indicating deeper levels of attention.

Discussion

The main purpose of this article was to determine if
the recent trend in magazine ads toward openness is
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justified in terms of positive effects on consumer at-
tention. Several studies have investigated the mecha-
nisms and explored the possible positive effects of
these open ads. These studies have covered several
types of open ads and several types of effects, ranging
from elaboration to attitude and from pleasure in in-
terpreting to remembering the ad.

The problem is that the positive effects that a num-
ber of these studies report are likely to be—at least in
part—conditional upon open ads getting more atten-
tion than closed ones. For instance, requesting partici-
pants to interpret open and closed ads may result in
better memory of the open ads, because they are harder
to interpret, and participants need to devote more
attention to them in order to oblige the investigator.
Though forced exposure will lead to more attention
for both open and closed ads, open ads will benefit
more. In real life there may not be any differences in
memory, as consumers are not obliged to answer ques-
tions about ads and therefore do not give more atten-
tion to open ads. Unfortunately, the ability of open
and closed ads to capture and/or retain attention has
not been investigated to date.

In this article, we presented two studies designed to
address this issue. We found no support for the idea
that open ads command more attention in terms of
longer viewing times. Study 1 also provided no sup-
port for the idea that open ads invite a deeper level of
attention. In study 2, however, where we compared a
large sample of open ads with a large sample of closed
ads, the average fixation duration was a bit longer for
the open ads, indicating a slightly deeper level of
attention: there was more emphasis on elaborating
the information in the open ads. However, in study 2
we employed samples of open and closed ads as they
appear in real life. This implies that differences that
are found between open and closed ads may be attrib-
utable to either the openness of the ads or to charac-
teristics that tend to go with openness. In our analyses
we have controlled for the amount of text, but not for
other possibly confounding variables. Therefore, more
research is needed to determine whether the deeper
attention is caused by openness or by one or more of
the characteristics that tend to go with openness. Over-
all, the present article provides very moderate sup-
port for the idea that open ads command more
attention in natural settings: they do not hold atten-
tion longer, but they do hold attention at a slightly
deeper level.

The important question, of course, is what these
findings imply for brand-related variables. Attention
itself is not particularly important. Attention is only
important insofar as it leads to other positive effects.

such as better recall and more positive attitudes. Ex-
periments employing forced exposure may overesti-
mate the positive effects of open ads on those
subsequent variables, because open ads probably re-
ceive more attention than closed ads under such con-
ditions whereas—as we have seen—in natural
circumstances, open ads hardly have an advantage.
Inasmuch as the effects on subsequent variables de-
pend on attention, they are overestimated.

The question, therefore, is to what extent these other
effects depend on the amount of attention. McQuarrie
and Mick (2003a) found a large reduction in recall
when the attention of their subjects was not directed
towards the ads, showing that recall does indeed de-
pend upon attention. However, they also found that
when attention was not directed towards the ads, the
ads with rhetorical figures still yielded better recall
than the control ads. Assuming that—as in our study—
there were no or no large differences in attention be-
tween rhetorical and non-rhetorical ads, McQuarrie
and Mick's results suggest that differences in recall
can come about without differences in attention. How-
ever, McQuarrie and Mick's rhetorical figures were
very easy to interpret: for instance, an ad for a flash-
light with the text "The gift idea that leaves every-
body beaming" (as opposed to happy in the literal
version). It does not seem farfetched to assume that
the interpretation of such simple rhetorical ads leads
to better recall without needing (much) more atten-
tion. Open ads, on the other hand, are characterised
by the fact that their meaning is hidden and that they
need more effort to interpret than their literal coun-
terparts. It is questionable whether the few seconds
that our subjects devoted to these open ads gave them
enough processing time to generate an interpretation.

Of course, some subjects may have been very apt
and quick in understanding these ads, and an average
of three seconds implies that some of them did spend
more than three seconds. Though some subjects may
have generated an interpretation, the very short aver-
age viewing time suggests that a sizable portion of
the subjects did not process the ads enough to be able
to generate an interpretation. This suggestion is sup-
ported by the results of the pre-test for study 1, in
which 56 communication students were asked to in-
terpret the four open ads that were used. Although
they were specifically requested to come up with an
interpretation and although they were given two min-
utes for each ad, 29% of the students failed to produce
an interpretation (vs. 9% in the literal conditions).

We argued that the amount of attention that open
ads receive functions as a bottleneck for further posi-
tive effects. We have seen that in non-forced exposure
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conditions, open ads do not command (much) more
attention. McQuarrie and Mick's (2003a) results sug-
gest that although the bottleneck of attention may slow
down the flow of other positive effects to a mere trickle,
it does not stop the flow altogether. However, there is a
second bottleneck: finding an interpretation. If no in-
terpretation is found, no further positive effects can be
expected. And the bottleneck of attention severely tight-
ens the likelihood of finding an interpretation. Exactly
how severe is a matter for further research.
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Endnote

1 Unfortunately our data did not permit us to calculate
fixation durations in early versus late stages of the attention
for the ad. Such an analysis would have been a more direct
test of the hypothesis that later stages of processing are
characterized by longer fixation durations.






