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attitudes toward products is briefly outlined and leads toward the hypotheses. The remaining part of the paper shows 
how the hypotheses were tested by means of an online experimental study. Results are presented and discussed at the 
end. 

1.1 Corporate Advertising 

Corporate advertising comprises a complex set of facets, and is therefore difficult to define in a specific and consistent 
way (Garbett, 1981, 1983; Kerr, 2003; Schumann et al., 1991). Kerr (2003) uses the term ‘corporate advertising’ as a 
matter of course, but in fact the meaning is commonly somewhat unclear. To avoid confusion and provide a clear defini-
tion of the term used within the scope of the present study, a short overview of the various forms and definitions of 
‘corporate advertising’ is provided below. 

It is difficult to find a common term that describes the phenomenon whereby companies employ advertising not only for 
their products and services, but also for themselves. Currently, various forms of corporate advertising, including ‘insti-
tutional advertising’, ‘image advertising’, ‘issue advertising’, and ‘umbrella advertising’ exist in parallel and are not 
sufficiently differentiated one from one another (Crane, 1990; McLeod & Kunita, 1994; Patti & MacDonald, 1985). 

As mentioned above, a common consensus regarding the definition of ‘corporate advertising’ is that it is not employed 
to promote services or products (Garbett, 1983; Rau & Preble, 1988). Corporate Advertising is also not designed to ask 
some action on the part of the audience beyond passive approval and a favorable attitude towards the company (Sethi, 
1979). Contrary to classical product or consumer advertising, corporate advertising is often referred to as a form of 
communication designed to influence the ‘corporate–social environment’ (McLeod & Kunita, 1994, p. 13). The primary 
goals of corporate advertising are to build and maintain a specific corporate image (Pashupati et al., 2002; Schumann et 
al., 1991), as well as a strong reputation (Jørgensen & Isaaksson, 2008). Corporate advertising also seeks to help com-
panies gain the trust of consumers (Smith, Smith, & Dunbar, 2014). Corporate advertising can clearly be seen residing 
at the junction between classical advertising (as part of marketing strategy) and public relations, because notwithstand-
ing the term advertising and the use of paid media space and classical forms of advertising, trust becomes a central tenet. 
The concept of using communication to build trust towards an organization is well known from research in the field of 
public relations (Broom, 2012; Ledingham & Bruning, 1998). 

Furthermore, due to its supposed proximity to public relations, corporate advertising is seen as a tool for crisis commu-
nication (Kerr, 2003). Previous research in this field by Kim and Choi (2014) suggested that corporate advertising is 
used when the company is criticized; i.e., when public sentiment regarding the company (or other types of organizations, 
cf. Ho & Hallahan, 2004) becomes negative. In this context, previous studies have examined whether corporate adver-
tising can help minimize the damage to a company’s brand image and reputation as the result of a crisis, serving as a 
type of buffer against negative news (Pashupati et al., 2002; Smith et al., 2014; Winters, 1986). Therefore, research on 
corporate advertising is often conducted using examples of businesses with an increased risk of damage to their public 
image, such as companies in the energy (oil) sector (Kerr, 2003; Smith et al., 2014; Winters, 1983, 1986) or financial 
services industries (Bobinski & Ramirez, 1994; Crane, 1990; Jørgensen & Isaaksson, 2008). 

However, most of these studies share the common belief that corporate advertising is not employed to improve sales. 
This sets the foundation for the following definition of corporate advertising, which will be employed in the remainder 
of this paper: Corporate advertising is a planned process of communication designed to convey a certain corporate im-
age to the recipients and intended to create and maintain acceptance, credibility, and trust for and in the company. For 
these purposes, corporate advertising uses the (classical) means of advertising, and is usually distributed using paid 
media space. The content of such ads typically involves descriptions and delineations of the self-image and the actions 
of the company, never for a specific product. If products do appear in the ads, they are not specifically referred to, em-
phasized, or set in the foreground.  

1.2 Pass-through onto Products 

Although corporate advertising is often described as a type of advertising that does not promote a specific product, the 
position of this paper is that a corporation cannot be regarded as independent of its products. In most cases, consumers 
are conscious to some extent of the company and its products, thereby firmly linking the two. Among consumers, 
knowledge about and attitudes toward a company have been reported to influence their knowledge about and attitudes 
toward products newly introduced to the market (Brown & Dacin, 1997). 

It is generally assumed that advertising influences stakeholders beyond those who are actually targeted. For example, 
recruitment advertising can strengthen brands in general, even among individuals who are not potential employees 
(Collins & Stevens, 2002; Wilden, Gudergan, & Lings, 2010). Kerr (2003) reported that a corporate ad campaign by 
Shell positively affected their product sales, and Rosengren and Bondesson (2014) found that product or consumer 
advertising can have an impact on other stakeholders such as financial investors or job applicants. Roughly speaking, 
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this is the ‘reverse’ effect of that which the present study aims to explain—the impact of corporate advertising on a 
particular group of stakeholders, namely consumers. 

Consumers retain the knowledge they gain from a corporate ad and integrate it with their knowledge of the company 
(Homer, 1990; MacKenzie, Lutz, & Belch, 1986). This would substantially support one of the goals of corporate adver-
tising listed above, which is to build and maintain a positive corporate image (Schumann et al., 1991). Additionally, 
Kelly and Edwards (1998) have reported that consumers generally prefer image ads over product advertisements. The 
former were liked better and were considered as more persuasive by the participants.  

Similar to brand knowledge, knowledge about a company includes attitudes, opinions, and effects (Garbett, 1981; Keller, 
2001; MacKenzie et al., 1986). Each of these factors can influence consumer attitudes toward products; these attitudes 
result from a combination of spontaneous impressions and knowledge retrieved from memory. Knowledge retrieval is 
influenced by retrieval cues such as brand names and logos (Keller, 1987; Biehal & Sheinin, 1998), and this retrieved 
knowledge can influence new and old attitudes alike (Sheinin & Biehal, 1999). However, Sheinin and Biehal also as-
sumed that corporate advertising previously seen by consumers affected their reaction to a product presented by that 
company; therefore, they only examined the effects of corporate advertising on attitudes toward product ads, not the 
actual product itself, and thus only asked subjects to assess print ads for products after showing them corporate ads.  

1.3 Hypotheses  

These considerations lead to the following question: when a product is presented to consumers, do they assess it differ-
ently based on whether they have been shown a corporate ad from the company? This question is the basis for the first 
hypothesis: 

H1: Consumers who are shown a corporate ad assess a product manufactured by the company in the ad differently than 
those who are not shown a corporate ad. 

As described above, the retrieval of information gained from corporate advertising can be viewed as a heuristic process 
in terms of the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM). According to the ELM, individuals fall back to such a heuristic 
approach when the strength of elaboration during product assessment is not high (i.e., if it is a low-involvement product 
for the consumer). If a company places a retrieval cue on a product, it will serve as a peripheral cue during the mental 
assessment of that product (Petty, Brinol, & Priester, 2011; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986), which causes the consumer to 
regress to the information gained from corporate advertising. These considerations lead to the second hypothesis of this 
study: 

H2: The effect proposed in H1 is stronger during assessment of a low-involvement product compared with a 
high-involvement product. 

2. Method 

2.1 Design 

An online experiment was designed as a 2 × 2 between-subject experiment. The participants were recruited through 
various channels on the Internet and followed a link to an online survey form. After a short introduction, approximately 
half of the participants were shown a TV spot that included a corporate ad. Within this group, approximately 50% 
watched a corporate ad for Samsung, while the other half watched a corporate ad for Nestlé. Neither of the spots fea-
tured a specific company product. In fact, both ads contained various statements about the company’s general aims, 
atmosphere, or traditions. Next, the participants were asked to judge a product manufactured by each of the companies. 
One product (‘Smarties’, a chocolate confectionery produced by Nestlé) was intended to represent a low-involvement 
product, while the other product (‘Galaxy Tab 3’, a tablet computer manufactured by Samsung) was intended to repre-
sent a high-involvement product. 

Participants in the second group were also asked to assess each of these products, but without having viewed any type 
of corporate advertising beforehand. The product images were chosen such that the recipients could clearly recognize 
the logo of the company as a retrieval cue (Keller, 1987; Biehal & Sheinin, 1998). 

The questionnaire was filled in by 613 persons. Participants were randomly assigned to the two groups using survey 
software (‘Unipark’ by QuestBack GmbH, Cologne). After excluding 205 cases due to irregularities such as missing 
information, not completing the questionnaire or taking either too much or not enough time to fill in the questionnaire, a 
total of 408 cases (61.3 % female; mean age [Mage] = 27.12 years, standard deviation [SD] = 12.13 years) were ana-
lyzed. 
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Table 1. The 2 × 2 between-subject design used in the present study  

 low involvement product 
‘Smarties’

high involvement product 
‘Galaxy Tab 3’ 

without  
corporate advertising 

control group 1 
(low involvement) 

N = 105

control group 2  
(high involvement) 

N = 105 

with  
corporate advertising 

experimental group 1 (low 
involvement) 

N = 116

experimental group 2 (high 
involvement) 

N = 82 
2.2 Measures 

The independent variable ‘product involvement’ was measured using a scale slightly modified from that used by Zai-
chowski (1985). Participants were shown a four-point semantic differential with 10 bipolar adjectives (with ‘1’ repre-
senting the negative end of the scale and ‘4’ representing the positive end). An index was formed using these 10 varia-
bles (Cronbach’s α = .91). For a manipulation check to assess whether the two products actually matched the hypothesis 
of being high- or low-involvement products, differences in involvement were assessed. The tablet computer was shown 
to be a significantly higher-involvement product (M = 2.76; SD = .66) than the chocolate confectionery (M = 2.29; SD 
= .58; t(371.34) = –7.54; p = .00). 

The dependent variable ‘attitude toward the product’ was measured using 20 items on a four-point Likert scale from 
‘completely false’ (1) to ‘completely true’ (4). Items were taken from Benedek and Miner (2002) and complemented 
with additional items. To achieve dimension reduction, principal factor analysis was conducted on the 20 items. Be-
cause we expected the factors not to be completely independent of each other, and orthogonal rotation is not recom-
mended when correlated factors are expected, we conducted the analysis using oblique rotation (direct oblimin) as sug-
gested by Fabrigar, Wegener, MacCallum and Strahan (1999) and Russell (2002). The Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) 
criterion verified the adequacy of the variables in the sample (KMO = .911; ‘marvelous’ according to Hutcheson and 
Sofroniou, 1999).  

Taken together, the four factors listed in Table 2 explain 63.84% of the variance after rotation. Factor 1 represented the 
attitude toward the product as ‘attractive’. Factor 2 was labeled ‘social’, Factor 3 ‘exciting’, and Factor 4 ‘emotional’. 
The corresponding indices were formed, yielding satisfactory reliabilities as follows: αattractive = .83, αsocial = .80, αexciting 
= .77 and αemotional = .79. 

Table 2. Pattern matrix of a factor analysis for 20 items of attitude towards products (principal axis factoring extraction 
with oblimin rotation) 

item  
(attitude toward product) 

factor
1 2 3 4

reliable .762
high quality .753
useful .746
appealing .567
trustworthy .562
innovative .559
sustainable .465
traditional .825
family-oriented .754
familiar .621
collaborative .520
fun .845
exciting .735
desirable .555
emotional -.837 
passionate -.835 
creative -.497 

3. Results 

H1 states that participants who are shown a corporate ad will assess a product related to the respective company differ-
ently than those who are not exposed to a corporate ad. To test this hypothesis, mean differences between the experi-
mental and control groups were analyzed for each of the four dimensions of attitude toward the relevant product. Sig-
nificant differences with small to medium effect sizes were found in every dimension; after being exposed to a TV spot 
that included a corporate ad, participants assessed the product as being significantly more attractive, social, and emo-
tional, and less exciting (Table 3). The considerable mean differences and medium effect sizes in the ‘social’ and ‘emo-
tional’ dimensions could be explained based on the content of the TV spots focusing on social living, family, and tradi-
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An interaction effect was also found for the dependent variable ‘social’ (F(1,404) = 8.30; p < 0.01; partial η² = .020), 
although opposite to that expected: a mean difference was evident in the high-involvement group, but the difference was 
close to zero in the low-involvement group. This unexpected result may reflect the fact that the two products presented 
to the participants differ in terms of the attitude dimension ‘social’. The confectionery is generally seen as a fami-
ly-oriented product. Perhaps in this case, even if the involvement is low, no heuristics, and hence no knowledge retriev-
al, are necessary to assess this product in the ‘social’ dimension. On the other hand, the tablet computer is a somewhat 
technical and ‘cold’ product, and is thereby difficult to assess in the ‘social’ dimension. Even if the product involvement 
was high, the participants needed heuristics when asked to what extent they considered the tablet as ‘social’. 

No interaction effects were found for the fourth dimension, ‘emotional’, and no differences were observed between the 
low- and high-involvement groups. Apparently, both groups were drawn to the delineated heuristic regardless of their 
involvement. Similar to what was expounded regarding the ‘social’ dimension, it was suspected that participants found 
it difficult to assess products in the ‘emotional’ dimension. This could be linked to the single items in this category that 
may not have been completely suitable for the task. Consequently, both the low- and high-involvement groups sought 
support to assess the product in terms of the ‘emotional’ dimension and therefore drew knowledge from the TV spots. 

4. Discussion 

While H1 was fully supported, H2 is only partially accepted. Above all, it is clear that corporate advertising affects con-
sumer attitudes toward products manufactured by the company shown in the respective ad. In fact, consistent with the 
findings of Collins and Stevens (2002), the effects of advertising are not restricted to the target group, which in the case 
of corporate advertising can be, but is not limited to, the consumer. The present study furthers the work of Sheinin and 
Biehal (1999) because the participants were asked about their attitudes toward the products as opposed to the product 
ads.  

Consistent with Keller and Edward’s (1998) finding that image ads can influence purchase intentions and Kerr’s (2003) 
assumption that a corporate ad campaign can affect sales, mostly positive shifts were found in the experimental group in 
terms of attitudes toward products. The interpretation that this shift leads to a higher willingness to buy is not 
far-fetched, but is beyond that supported by the positive effect of the stimulus on the ‘attractiveness’ dimension. Never-
theless, it must be kept in mind that participants were not asked about their purchase intentions, but rather for their atti-
tudes toward the products. Further studies should examine the effects of corporate ads not only on attitudes, but also on 
purchase intentions or even concrete purchase decisions. 

In line with Biehal and Sheinin (1998) and Biehal and Sheinin (2007) the present results suggest that a variety of factors 
influence the association between brand knowledge and knowledge drawn from corporate ads. Biehal and Sheinin sug-
gest that the same processes by which these two kinds of knowledge influence each other should be further examined; 
however, little if any research has been done to explore these effects. This study answered their call for assessment of 
the role of customer involvement with the product; as a result, the existence of effects that verify H1 was confirmed. In 
addition, evidence that these effects are influenced by product involvement and therefore by the strength of elaboration 
was found. This became clear in the course of analyzing the data used to test H2, which assumed the influence of prod-
uct involvement. Additional influencing factors, including the placement and size of retrieval cues (e.g., brand names 
and logos), parasocial interactions with and relationships to characters in the TV spot, the period of advertisement expo-
sition, and elapsed time between watching the TV spot and assessing the product, can also be imagined; these should be 
systematically examined in future studies. In contrast to Biehal and Sheinin (2007), we asked the participants single 
products instead of a broader product portfolio. This was convenient on the one hand as the two single products differed 
clearly in terms of product involvement. On the other hand, it makes the generalization of the results harder.  

The failure to confirm H2 might reflect the fact that the stimulus had a range of effects on the identified ‘attitude’ di-
mensions toward the product. Possible reasons for this, in terms of difficulties in judging the products in certain dimen-
sions, are discussed above. Aside from this, it could be considered a weakness of the study design that even if the TV 
spots (stimuli) shared similar values, they were inevitably different. Future research should strive to control the content 
of the stimulus better or to analyze the content of the ads and incorporate the resulting data in the analysis of effects on 
the various dimensions of attitudes toward the products. Additionally, further research should incorporate the partici-
pants’ previous knowledge about and attitudes towards the companies. We made sure that the participants did not know 
the advertisements but did not control for foreknowledge on the products or the companies. Other corporate advertise-
ments or even product messages may have influenced the participants’ judgements. As e.g. Sheinin and Biehal (2007) 
point out, a kind of “product-to-product spillover” (p. 22) may occur when participants are asked to assess a product 
they did not know until then. This means that participants could rely to their experiences with similar products of the 
same company (or even to similar products of competitor) as a knowledge source. The random assignment of partici-
pants to the groups in this study should have minimized the bias resulting from preexistent knowledge and attitudes but 
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still, further research should try to control these factors.  

Above all, upcoming research must clarify how trends in attitudes toward the products (i.e., whether they become more 
negative or more positive, which was not considered in this study), can be affected. A deeper look into the content of the 
stimulus would also be beneficial. 

The study results should not be seen as representative of the general population because it was conducted as an online 
survey that allowed the participants to choose whether they would complete the questionnaire. In addition, the study 
design meant that the environment and other external influences that may have affected the participants’ reception of the 
stimulation could not be controlled. These are typical sources of bias in online experiment designs (Groves, 2011; 
Wright, 2005) and thus need to be taken into account. Conducting a survey using this design was time- and 
cost-efficient, and resulted in a high number of completed questionnaires compared with an on-site design. It also facil-
itated the recruitment of participants, especially those for whom the computer and the Internet are key parts of their 
everyday lives (van Selm & Jankowski, 2006). The advantages of this study design outweigh the disadvantages, and 
few difficulties arise as long as the interpretation of the results considers the limitations of the chosen design. 

The findings of this study support the general assumption that corporate advertising can influence consumers’ attitudes 
toward a company’s products. There is evidence that the product involvement plays a role in the process of assessing a 
product under the influence of a corporate message. However, as there is no clear finding regarding this role, further 
research is required. Given the interesting findings of this study and their implications, as well as their limitations, con-
tinuing research into the phenomenon of corporate advertising and its effects is ongoing. 
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