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Visual Rhetoric and lnternational
Advertising

Barbara J, Phillips and Edward F, McQuarrie

fnffoduction

Theories of advertising rhetoric are concerned rvith how a messase is delivered - its
ttyl. - rather than the content of the message itself. In terms of modern advertising
style, pictures dominate. over the last hundred years, the number of pictures in ads
has increased (Pollay, 1985), the number of complex pictures in ads has increased
(Plrillips & McQuarrie, 2002), and picture-heary ads have become more effective
than copy-hear,y ads (McQuarrie & Phillips,2008a). The dominance of pictures is
especially notable in the international marketplace. As marketers focus on developing
unified global brands, brand images are increasingly standardized across countries,
leading to the use of similar advertising executions in different markets. To facilitate
such standardization, advertisers have turned to pictures as their primary advertising
communication tool because they are worried that verbal copy will not translate well
across the language barriers between countries (Bulmer & Buchanan-Oliver, 2006).
Nonetheless, although advertising pictures are of great importance in international
advertising practice, theories of how such pictures work have not been prominent in
international advertising scholarship.

Taylor (2005 ), in his treatise on moving international advertising research forward,
identifies a pressing need for stronger theoretical models of the factors that impact
advertisers' ability to effectively standardize advertising executions and to develop a
unified global brand. To heed Taylor's (2005) call, this chapter first examines theories
ofvisual rhetoric that have been developed to explain the use and effecriveness ofpic-
tures in advertising. These theories have been created and tested in North America
and Western Europe for the most part. Therefore, we examine the issue ofwhether an
international context rvill force a change in or require new explanations of consumer
response to pictures in advertising. Next, we explore to what extent visual rhetorical
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. r . .. .,.1',rr i.lc sripp()rt tor tl.re icle;r thrrt glob.rl aclr,crtiscrs u'i11 be irblc to reach cross-
r'..'.:.i-: \cgurelrts ir-r r'littcrcnr conntrics usinu thc samc lcl picturcs. Finalh,, \\re con-
;..r.ic r rth impJications of the u'orii on rl-rctoric tirr unifled global brrrnds. Tl.rrougl.rout
ti'ic cl:.rrprter. u'e otlcr irlcas firr futurc research to ensu'cr "l'i1r,1or'. cell fitr irnproverl
i n tc rn.rti o n el arlve rti si r.r g tl.r eor v birsecl on er.npi ric;rl testin g.

Theories of Visual Rhetoric

.\ rhetoricirl frgrrre is ..rr-r lrtfhl rlcvirltion fionr 'ar.rdicnce e-\pcctatiou thit occurs r.rt the
ievel olstr'le, not colrtelrt, irncl is not jurlgccl rs rur crr()r bv the luclience (r\lcQrurrrie &
r\Iick, 19961. For e-rample, rr Iiir.rufisl-rer t(x)thprlstc ac1 tlo.i;rtes liom crpcctrrticxrs bv
.rrr..rnging thc strancls ol a 1-,e,rrl nccklrrcc into cun-cc1 rou's thrt krok likc rr smiling
mouth. Ac'ls containing rl.retoricrrl frgures callnot be re.rcl literelly; instearl conslulcrs
hru'e to usc thc ad's obvious strJ.ngelrc\\ t() stru't thinking olfiqllrrrtit'e \\'ilvs to untler-
stanc-l the aci's rnesslge (A'IcQuarrie & N'Iick, 1999; Scott, 199,1;r).'fhe cor.rstu.ncr

cncountcring such an acl has to solve:r little puzzle in the'.rcl to r.nake scnse olit:92%
of thc c<insumcrs'lskccl rrbout thc I(ngfisher: lcl saicl it mclr.rt that l(ngfisher tootll
prrstc u'<xrld malie one's teeth ";re;rrlr' u'hite" (Phillips, 1997). A nrljoritv ol colr
slrnrers agreed ()n thc acl's rncssagc trcc'.ruse c()rlslllncrs hlve expcricncc u'ith thcsc
n'pes ofr-isLLal puzzles in ads ancl, ()\'cr timc, hirvc lcamecl hou, to think tigurativch'in
orclcr to com;rrehencl the lcl.

Ciivcn that a visr-url ligure provic-Les rrr.r inrplicit set of-mess'.rgcs th'.rt lelv or.r tl-rc intcr-
pre trrti()n of consnnrers, clif-ferent interpretrrtions u,ill be pc-rssible . Sucl.r acls rrre slirl to
Lrc "r.r1'rcn" (I(ctclaar, Van Gisbergen, 13osnran, & Beentjes, 2008; I-agerri'erf &
lIeijers,2008)becairsc thcv rlrc operl to ditlerent irlterprctations. Previolrs reseilrclr
ir-rto rl-ietoricrrl rrdvertisin{ imrrgcs slrggcsts thi-rt consnn}ers cAll c()nvcrlic ()n ollc
strong rrrcanir-rg firr thc acl, callccl sttlil.n iruplicature (Phillips, 1997; Spcrbcr c\
\\rilson, 1986) - firr ertrn.rple, "peirrl1. u,hite teeth." For othcr acls, severrrl clif-terer.rt

nleiurillgs may be inferrecl, ca.llecl yeak irnplicatu'es Lrecanscr thet. are onh' u'errkh.
rnrplierl. Reselrch has clocnmentecl th;1t 33% of resprondents saicl thlt rhe kinglisher
at1 nre..int tlris toothp'.rstc u,ls "for rich pcoplc" (l'hillips, 1997').If consr-rr.ners ciuln()t
conr;rlete.rnv intcrprctation of the rhctoricll figrirc in thc rrcl, ttrer,u'ill clislikc it rrncl

stofr t1'1'111s to uncicrstlnd it (N'IcQurrrrie & Mick, 1992'1. Openness, lilic rrr.inr.other
properties ollc.l stirnuli, l-ils r-rn upsiclc-dor,r'n LI-shapcd cfltct on c()nsrlmer resp()nse:
()pellncss, rrncl thc corresl-roncling r.r.rLrltiple ir.rterpretatior.rs, is uscfirl up to ;r point tbr
in;iilrcrtiseri Lrut t(x) r"r"u-rch openness is baflling ancl le;rcls to neg.ltivc responses.

Thc cognitivc cflirrt erpendecl ir.r self- ger.rerlting an infbrencc fr-onr rr r isu'.rl frgure
llr1.11x.sr rrcccssilrilin' of the infbrence in memorr'; in adrlition, if consumers ere

,:..f ctttling coqnitir.e eflbrt cx'r fil:ming iufirences, rhet'hrrve fcu-cr cogrririi c re soLrrce s

: ,crl.cntl coLurter-'.1rguing thc'.rcl's clainrs, thus incrcasing JCCel]tilnce oltl'rc,rd's rncs-

'.ji Ii.irclcs, 1993: I{cQulrrie & Phillips,2005). X|:ch rcsearch has snpported the
-::., thlt .ids u'irh rhetorical freures pr:oclucc cleepcr el:rborrrtior.r thrrn :Lr1s u,itl.rotrt sucl.r

-..:c. -\lcQrr.rrrie & i\{icl<, I999; -N,krthcrsbaugh, Huhrlann, & Frilnlie, 2002;
. ',.':l'li -\ILrnch.2001).'l'his elaboration cllcct ma\. be es;rccirillv strollg lirr r.isual
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figr,rres, lrrhich are open because ttrey (a) are implicit pictures instead of explicit rl.ords
and (b) contain figurative instead of straightfbnvard messagcs. McQr-rarrie and N{ick
(2003) measured recall of print ads containing visual or verbal figures under normal,
uondire ctecl vieu.ing conditions of everyday magazine reacling. Thev fbund that visual
rhetoric is better rr:called than verbal rhctoric, suggcsting that tl-ie deviation and open-
ness in tl.rese acls spurs greatcr consllmer elaboration. This fincliiig is consistent lvith
u.hat I(etela:ar et al. (2008) reporred: Thev uscd eye-tracking measlires ro discover
that open ads are not vier,ved lbr a longer period of time than more closecl ads, but
that open ads had longcr fixation durations, inclicating decper icvels of elaboration.

I)eeper elaboration mav lead to better comprehension of visual figures in ads.
Morgan and Reichert (1999) measured conslrmers' comprehension of ads that
contained visual or verbal metaphors. Thet, fbund tl'rat consumers comprehended the
advertisers' intended meanings more often for visu:rl figures tl.ran for verbal figures.
The authors speculate that verbirl figures malr bs translated into a rnental image bv
consumers during ad interpretation; r,vith a rrisual figure, such trar-rslation l-ras already
been pcrformecl by the adr.ertiser, simpli$,ing the processing tasir and boosting com-
prehension. Further: benefits fbr visual over verbal rhetorical figures rvere found by
McQuarrie ar-rd Phillips (2005). Thev r-roted that consumers exposecl to visual rhctor-
ical figurcs spont;ueolrslr. generated mtiltiple infbrences at the time ol ad cxposure,
rn'hile consunters exposed to verbal rhetorical figures generated these infbrences onl1,
on reflection rvhen pron-rpted. Thus, visual figures have pronour-rced advantages in the
real rvorld, rvhcre consumers are not 1ikely to reflect deeply ofl rnost advertisin;5.
Visual figures can lead to deeper elaboration, spontaneous inference gencration, and
better comprehension than verbal figures.

(lonsumers expencl cognitive eflbrt on ad elaboration because they get a sense of
pleasure from solving the puzzle ir-r a rhetorical ad (McQuarrie & Mick, 1999;
Peracchio & Meycrs-Lelry, 1994). Such plcasure in the ri-retorical figr,rre can lcad to
positive attitudes torvard the ad and attitudes toward the brand. Visr-ral figures are
rnost pleasurable if they are perceived as apt - clever, appropriate, ar-rcl insightlul (Warc1

& Gaidis, 1990); in addition, ads that are more "open" to interpretation are likecl
more than closed ads (Lagerv'erf & Meijers, 2008). Recent reserrrch indicates that if
advertiscrs want to impact consumers' beliefi, it is best to opt for rhetorical figures
that are artflilly deviant - incongruous anc.l novel (Phillips & McQuarrie, 2009). Tl-re
problem u.itl-r apt, open, and deviant visual figures is that because the1, x1E 1ell, and
unexpected, they are less likely to be comprehended as the advertiser intended tharr
more closed or expected figurcs. T1-re difficulty for advertisers r,vho wish to ernplor,
visr,ral rhetorical ligures is to make them apt, open, and deviant enough to be pleasur
able, rvhile stil1 ensuring comprehension. One way to resoive this tracle -ofT befil.een
pleasure and comprel-rension is to anchor the visual figure with verbal copy (Phillips &
McQr-rarrie, 2002).

Words can anchor, or fix in place , the implicit meanings of complex in'rages (Birrthes.
1977). Verbal anchoring can make visual figures easier to comprehend because the
explicit verbal cues provide a link to stored knorvledge in memory and reduce the
amount of elaboration required to complete the infbrence. Tl-rus, r,crbal anchodns
increases comprehension ar.rd increases pleasure in the rrisual figure ar-rd the ae-1.
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- . .1'. r()() rlrrrci-r vcrbrtl rrnclt()rir-rg, q4tel it is 16t 1ce{crl t9 c.,-rprche*c1 tl-re
- ---.1.':. .1cct'clses pleasttre in thc figure trr-rc-L thc atl, bcc;rusc c()nsulrers are 1ilt:-rligri.cd
-. :olre tile rirctorical puzzle rin thcir ori'n (Phillips,2000). L.r rrdditiol, r,crb;rl
.:rchlrrinq l-niu'decrcasc sp{)lt[.ulc()Lts intcrence gcnerattior-r, as thc vcri)al c<tp\,,,tc11.,,
.()rlsLllllers the nlaiu ntcssxlle olthe ac1 (A{cQLrar:r:ie & Phillips,2005). i'hcse lcsrrtir,e
.lspccts of vcrb;rl rrnchorirtg nllil be u-hr', ovcr tirlc, North Anreric..rl rrjr.crtisers har.e
inclLrdetl less atrcl less vcrbal rrnchorins in their r.isurrl rhetoric.rl ..rcls (Philiips ek
.\icQtlrrrrie, 2002). \lt sr-rggcst thlt as cousllmcrs havc bccorre morc ilnd ntorc rrble
to rcacl. auci cot-ttprcl-rerrd visual fietrres tirr.rugh exprcrience, lcss r.crbal anchsrir-rg
shoulcl be neetleel .

Bet'oitc1 these tx'cr;trcl'rir.rg el cts olvisurrl rhct()ric. advcrtising schol.rrs hirle cicvisecl
trpoio*ics of vistrril rhLrtoric. L)ifhrent n'pes of rhctoric are thought t() c.1usc soprc
ulr.rt clilt rertt c()ltsllmer responscs) enh,rncins oir rilm;lcning thc inhcrcrlt or-ltcomes
of proccssitr{ rrttv rhetoricrtl fietrre. fri'o ot'thc r-nrtre popr-rlrrr frrrnteu.orlis clrrssih,all
lclvertisir.rg rhctoric ur geuerll (\icQuarric & r\lick, 1996) anil r.isull rhetgric i1
Prtrtictllilr (Pi'rillips c\ r\IcQuarrie,200.1 1, rrilos-inc schollrs ro cranrine c'litlcrenccs in
the efl'ects olcliltcrerrt trpes of visr-tll fierrrcs srLch rrs visurrl nretlphor on tirc onc hrrnrl
iPhillips,2003) or persor-rificrrriolr on thc other (Dclbaerc, l,lcQlrarric, & P6illi;-rs,
201 t t. Suci.r cllssitrc;rtiotts proviclc ir stronu tr;rnrct'orli firr cler.cloprins lirtLlre r-cserrrc[r
qLlestiolls. Irttcresteti relclcrs cln clevelol-r still other- rcsc..rrch questions in thc ,;Lr.err ef'
visr-rrl rireioric fl'orrr thc tr.urv ht'potheses prop'ro56i in the r.olur-r-rc Cro Fiqtn.c
( i\icQr-rrrrric & I'}hillips, 20081) ).

Applytrg Visual Rhetoric Theory
in an International Advertising Context

Because theories of visual rhetoric have been developed in a Western context, r,ve do
not lolow if they are applicable around the world to all global consulners. l{olvever,
we can use recent research on both international advertising and rhetorical theory to
speculate wl.rether ads with vistial rhetorical figures can be globaliy standardized. We
larow that consumers the world over) as humans, drarv on their storecl knorvledge,
memories, and experiences to create inferences about the meaning of ads containing
visual rhetoric (sperber & wilson, 1986). Such hnou.ledge may include producr,
adr.ertising, and cultural information ( Phillips, 1997 ).

Consider a visual rhetorical ad for Dawn disl-nvashing liquid. The left-hand picture
in the ad shows a kitchen sink with a competitor's dishrvashing liqr-rid, clean dishes,
and a large stack of thick books sr-rch as War and Peace and the Anitltllted. Shakespeare
open on thc kitchen window sill. The right-hand picture shows the same kitchen sink,
the same clcan dishes, and l)ar,vn dishrvashing liquid. In the right-hand picture, the
books are gone. Tl-re ad's copy reads, "spending roo much time doing the dishesi Get
Daun and get done."

Consumers rely on knowledge of typical product attributes and belefits to provide
ir.rfbrrnation abor-rt rvhich infbrences are relevant to a product category ancl thus help



742 Borboro J. Phrl[ps ond Edward F. McQuarrte

to cot-t-tprehcrtcl the ird. There firre, ro unclerstrrncl ti'rc Dau'n lcl. c()nsllplcr\ .-,r.i r-- -r - - -.

to ittlclerstatrcl that rloirtg clishes is an unplcasantancl borir.rg tirsk th..rt in(r\r in!-.- r.: -

\\'r1llt to ctttrtple tc qtricldr'; clisllvasl.ring liqtricl tiu-rt takes tl-re grciisc Ir()1r ... - -

shorteus the chore. Itrtcrpretrrtirxr is basecl on knou,leclge olclishu-ilshine 1it1Lu.i .-,:,:
its bcnefrts; c()rlsunrers *-ho reh'soleh'or-r servrlrlts or atrtomltic clishnashcrs ro i,e ., .

mir\. ilot cornprcl-rend tl-rc rrcl.

Adver:tisitrg krtou'lcdge mlrt, cu"Lrlc consulncrs to rrn(lerstilncl thc genrc antl e,rl',ce :.-.

tions of spccilic acl sn'les (Scott, 19941; lirr exarnplc, consurrcrs lurou, thrt rr,.]s ir.
lllellnt t() per:sttadc, so thet' tcnc1 to look f<lr positive , ratlter thirn negitti\.c nte11utsr -;:
Itls (X,IcQr-ttrrric & N1ick, 1992.). (lot.tsumers in'.1 Western context, u'ho reecl ti-onr lc::
to riglrt, cluicklv cornprel.rcncl tirc I)alnn'.-rcl as a "bcfirre and aftcr" n,pe of-picturc..rni
thei' sc'rrch fbr tl-re clitlcrcnces Lrcnveen the nvo ir-nlges. Aclr,ertisir-rg knon,lcclsc conre.
from er;lericnce; X'Ii1l:ur rrncl llittrrl (2010) cliscoverecl such expericnce \\'ils hckinq lirr.
collsltlltcrs irt tl-re (lzcch Repr.iblic, u'hich has h:rd fice ntarket aclr,ertisitrg onh.sutce
1989. Altltrttrgh thev urrcovercrl ;r u'ide rlr.rr{c of attitlrc-les torvarcl trclvcrtising in thc
Clzeclr llcpublic, frotl ser-ere criticisnr t() enthllsiilstic ircceptancc, tlrev irlso fbr-urcl rh.rt
consulltcrs lirckecl a cosnitir"e ti.rnreu ork reglrclir.rg aclvcrtising l<nouledge, u4rich lerl to
processinll tlifhctrlties uhen ,rcls containeri compler mcssilges (Millen & Mittai.2010 .

Finalir', cLtlttrrll knou lerlqc enrrblcs consumers to conrprchencl the mcanings oi
s\'tnb()ls and clrltural s;1\'iltgs. such rrs "1.rclrlv ul.rite tceth" fl'onr thc Kingfisher tootir
pttstc ad. Thc l)rru-r.r acl, althouuh seemingh' simple, also rclies or.r much ctrlturrrl
kr.rouleclgc. First, cousrttners havc to unrlerst;uxl the clei'i;ition in the ad in-rage ()nc
ttsr-ialh'cloes not reacl books ul'rilc cleruinq the clishes. It is this cleviation that leacls to
the "befirrc rrtrrl;rfter" figtrrrrtive ir-rterprrctrrtion oltlte'.rcl. Seconcl, consulrcrs hirr,c to
lttrclerstancl that volunres like ]trhr nttd Peace ancl the cor.r.rplc:te uorks of Shirkespcarc
'.lre e-rtrctnelv lengthv books thrrt talic a loltg tirne to reacl. Thirci, conslrllers h:lve fcr
be filntiliar u'ith the prilctice , courllon ir-r thc dcvekrpccl r.,.orld, of passir.rg "clearl tinre"
bv meatls of readinq. l.ilicl'ise, c()llsr.ulers hlrre to r.rnderstillld thc cultgral ideal that
tintc is a i'llttalrlc res()Llrce tlut sl.roulcl not be u.astecl on householcl chores; il anv of
thcsc concepts is rtot firlh' conrprehcrrclecl, the ircl's pttzzle rrla\1 rx)t be s6lr-ec1.
l{cQLr:rrrie rrncl r\lick (1999) found that non-Westcrn participants in tl.reir rcselrcl.r
stur-1t'(itrtenrational stuclellts attending an American universitv) clid not have the
cultltral knou'lecige to resolvc the cleviance ir-r l,isual rl-retorical acls, n,l-rich led to neg
Itive attituclcs tol'ard thesc acls. Dilhculn ii-r comprehenclir-rg the cultlrral rneaninqs of
ads Ilas sometilres lcci ntarkcters to relrovc figurcs liont lcls clestinecl tbr nor-r-\Vestenr
countrics (Sn-rith,2006), lcar.ing tl-re ar.1 rvith tl-rc same lnessage (e.g., ((curs 

sreasc
frrst") but u.ithout tl-re pcrsuasivc benefits th..rt rl-rctot:ical freures elicit.

Advertisine rersc'.rrch is needcd to better unclcrst;rncl the cross cr.rltr-rrtrl factors thrit
impact consllmcr response to visual rhetoric. International aclvertising rcserrchcrs
oftett use Hotitecle's tive clistingr-rishing cultural clirner-rsions to c()nlparc arlr-e rrisir-rg
bctn'een couutries. I)c Mooij ancl Hofiteclc (20I0) prror.idc a sumntrrr\. olt].resc fi'e
climensions, ancl discuss their continuccl usefuh.ress to ad\.ertising schoir,uship. B.isc.1
on the fb'"r'prclin-rinan'stuclies u,e coulci find, nl.o of tl"re fir,e clirnensions \ccnl p.u rr.
ularlr, relevant to theories ol visual rhctoric: (a) individualisnr/collecriiisn'r. ;1n.1

(b) nrrcertirinq'avoidance. Accorclir-rg to cic Mooij ancl Hofitcde (2010r. countrjes

N
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high in individualism feel individuals are responsible for looking after only themselves
and their immediate families; countries high in collectivism value when individuals
belong to in-groups that look after them in return for group loyalty. Countries high
in collectivism also are called "high-context" cultures, because they assume a great
deal of shared knowledge and prefer less direct and more implicit communication.
Zhor,Zhott, and Xue (2005) compared television ads in China, a collectivist and
high-context culture, with commercials in the United States, an individualist and low-
context culture. Thev found that Chinese ads had more open visual storylines, had
more indirect visual comparisons, and showed the brand later than American ads.

Thus, the cultural dimension of collectivism impacted the type of visuals used in
advertising.

Research Q.t.estizn l: Do cubwres bigh iru collecti.t isrw respond, ru.ore fauorably to ad.s

that contain piswal yhetorical fi.gwres becawse they prefer ind.irect and, iru.plicit
corurnwnications?

The culrural dimension of uncertainty avoidance is defined as the extent to which
individuals feel threatened by uncertainty and try to avoid ambiguous situations
(De Mooij & Hofstede,2010). Research has identified Poland as a countrywith high
uncertainty avoidance; Lepkowska-White, Brashear, and Weinberger (2003) suggesr
that such uncertainty avoidance leads to skepticism offanciful or non-utilitarian adver-
tising bv Polish consumers. Thus, it is conceivable that individuals in high uncertainty
avoidance cultures may not receive pleasure from solving the puzzle in a visual rhetor-
ical ad, but may prefer more closed advertising messages.

Resenrch Qtestioto 2: Do cwbwres hi,gh i,n. unceyta.ivtty ayoid.ance respond less fawr-
ably s6 ads that clnta.in v'iswal rhetoricnl figures becouse they prefer less arnbiguows
cornrruunicat'iotcs?

Beyond Hofstede's (2010) cultural factors, another key impact on the pictures that
appear in advertising is a country's regulatory environment, and the strict or lax
enforcement of those regulations. Such regulations dictate what is appropriate to be
shown in advertising pictures, and how it is allowed to be shown. In the only study in
this area, Venger and Wolberg (2008) examined tobacco ads in the Ukraine and the
United States. They demonstrated that the images in ads are affected by different
regulatory environments across countries. With regard to visual rhetorical figures, one
might expect that countries with strict, well-enforced advertising rules may discourage
visual rhetoric advertising in favor of factual, utilitarian advertising. However, the
opposite may be true instead, as strict regulations may force advertisers to focus on
pictures that imply certain messages instead of stating them outright (McQuarrie &
Phillips, 2005; Phillips & McQuarrie, 2002).

Resenrch Qtestion 3: On which d.'inaerusions d,oes the regwlatory ent'ironwr.ent systerw-

aticallyiroflwen+e the wse of il,swal rhetoric in ad,tert,is,ing?
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Advertising scholars have often relied on content analysis as a tool to cornpare rhe
ads from different countries; such anal).sis is certainly appropriate to ans\\'er the above
research questions. l{ou,ever, Zh<>u et al. (2005) caution that content .anah'sis must
go bevond simple counts of elements to a more holistic understanding of the e.1's

message. For example,Zhou et al. (20051 indicate that Chinese ads do ns1 5i11-r,,r

more groups than individuals in ads compared to the United States, even thougl
China is a much more collectivist culture. Hor,vever, Chinese ads show individuals

fitting itr.to groups, li'hile American ads shou. individuals starud.ing lut fron:r groups:
that is the underlying difference. Thus, a superficial application of content ana11'sis to
easily countable visual features ma)r not produce insights in cross-culrur.al
comparisons.

Similarly, Bulmer and Buchanan-Oliver (2006) slrggest that advertisers often miss
connecting with the values of a culture: advertisers change the visual image of an ad
to be rnore aligned with the ctilture in terms of color n-ieanings or modest1,, but do
not change the underlying symbolic norms and values of an ad. For example, the
Dawn disl-rwashing ad can be modified to include long books written in another lan-
guage, but cannot be modified to be relevant for a culture that values dishwashing as

a sign of service and caring for one's famiiy. We suggest that content analysis cornpar-
isons ofvisual ad styles across countries be paired with reader-response studies (Scott,
1994b) to determine the strong and weak implicatures identifred by consumers
immersed in their ou.n cultural values. Br-rlmer and Buchanan-Oliver (2006) found
Iarge differences in the interpretations of three open ads based on home culture.

Cross-Market Segments and Polysemy

The research cluestiolrs posed above suggest dffit ettces betureen cultures that n-ray

impact the successful global use ofvisual rhetoric in advertising. In contrast, thc copy-
rvriters and art directors responsible for the rrisual rhetoricai ;rds examir-red in Phillips
(1997) stated that r.isual rhetoric r,vorked rvell across differer-rt countries because the
ads u,ere targeting a siwilar t1,pe of consumer in e ach country - knor.vledgeable target
consumers tvho ll.ere \/oung) intelligent, and r,vho find visual rhetoric enjoyable.
I(oslou, and Costler, (2010) suggest that international advertising rescarchers are

focusing too much on national differences and not enor,igh on the heterogeneity
within countries. The1, suggest that eacl'r collntry holds a mosaic of groups, some of
rvhich may be the same across cultures. Zhang and Shar,itt (2003) concLtr; thelz slnm-
ined youtl-r aged 18 to 35 in China rvho were educated and lived in cities. They
describe these vouth as cosmopolitan in natt-lre, u,ith extensive exposure to mass-

media advertising. They suggest that China is not a single market with shared vallles,
but that Chinese youth value modernity and individualism, as do ysu6h in other less

collectivistic cultures. Thus, age may be a key factor in cross market segmenrarion.
Recentll., Zhang (2010) reported that even older Chinese consumers prefer appeals

to individualism (instead of collcctivism) for personal-use products, suggesting ihat
product category may be another factor in cross-market segmelrtation. An example of
a prodr,rct category that might speak to the same type of consumer in each countrv is
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higl-r-end, luxury fashion products, such as designer clothing, shoes, and handbags.

We (Phillips & McQuarri e, 2011 ) reported that one third of all fashion ads in wom-
en's fashion magazines were open in a perticular respect that we labeled as "gro-
tesque" (Phillips & McQuarrie,20l0). These ads are unusual, unexpected, and even

bizarre. Consider a Dolce & Gabbana fashion ad in Vogue magazine; tlvo beautilul
models are used to seil an expensive handbag. That is conventional and expected.
F{owever, tl-re models are dressed in French period costumes and one is stabbing the
other; the grotesque image renders the ad open to interpretation and conjecture.
Recent research (Phillips & McQuarrie, 2010) identifies systematic differences in
wa)is that \\'omen u'ho love fashior-r brands and purchase designer clothing engage

urith grotesque ads. Although our inten.ier.r/s \\iere conducted in a North American
conte\t, similar grotesque fashion ads exist ir-r dilferent counties. For example, a

lapanese thshron ad shou's a beautiful model "throu.ing up" shoes and handbags.

Consequentir,, high-end open fashion ads mav speak to fashionista women) regardiess

of the countn' in u'hich thel' [1's, suggesting product category may be an important
determinant of success in cross-market segmentation.

Finallr', need tbr cognition has been identified as a variable that might help identifl,
cross market segments, especiallyrvith respect to the rirpes of pictures used in adver-

tising. Need fbr cognition (NFC) is a personality trait related to motivation to process

infbrmation. Those with a high NFC have an inherent tendencv to engage in elabo-
ration and enjolr sslyiry complex problems (Cacioppo & Petq,, 1982). Martin, Lang,
and Wong (2003/4) report that individuals high in NFC provide more favorable
evaluations of ads that offer implicit over explicit conclusions; this positive attitude
tou,ard the ad leads to more positive brand attitudes and purchase intentions.
Although Martin et al. (2003 /4) examined verbal conclusions, it is possible that tl-rese

finclings apply to visual rhetorical ads as weli, which elicit only implicit and self-gener-
ated conclusions. This is good news for international researchers, as Polyorat and
Alden (2005 ) demonstrated that NFC influenced a conslrmer's response to cornparison
ads similarly regardless if the consumer was located in Thailand or the United States.

Thus, NFC could be another key factor in cross market segmentation with regard to
the use of r.isual rhetoricai figures.

Research Qtesti.oto 4: Aye there ctnoss-noar/zet co'tosultoer segT4xents whl rasplvtd. t0
y'isual rhetorical ad.tertisi.ng in the snrue way? Are these slgruents si.rutilar iru torru.s

of dewographi,c factors, prod.uct tuse) 0r need, for cogtoitioru?

Some researchers contend that cross-market segments do not need to be identified
at all in order to use the same open advertisement across cultures. Tanaka (1994)
states that advertisers can use rhetoric with multiple wealc implicatures to appeal to a

heterogeneous audience, each consunrer can interpret the figure to suit him- or her-
self. This deliberate use of operr messages with many different meanings is called pur-
poseful po11rse61,. Several researchers slrggest that it is possible to craft a message that
is strategically ambiguous so that it can speak to different audiences about their dif-
ferent concerns) even across countries and cultures (IGtes & Goh, 2003; Puntoni,
Schroeder, & Ritson, 20f0). Horvever, this proposition has not been tested, and
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examples are scarce. Given tl-re dilferences in product, advertising, and culrural
knowledge between countries, it would take clever manipulation of visual svmbols to
achieve purposeful pollrssmt across cultures. IIowever, such cleverness and creati\-in-
is precisely rvhat is expected ofadvertising agencies across diverse contexts.

Rasearch Qllstiott 5: Is it possi.ble to create a viswnl rhetor'icol ad that 'is purpose-

fully polysewic - operu ettougb to use 'i't't. dffirent cwbures but that sti,ll provides n
positive, intenrl,ed outcorue for the brand.?

Unified Global Brand Identity through Visual Rhetoric

Advertisers attempt to elicit an immediate, positive result to each specific ad execu-

tion, but advertisers' ultimate goal is to build a long-term, positive identity for their
brands over time. A brand's identity is said to be the unique set of associations that an

organization aspires to create and m:rintain; thesc associations are the essential char-

acteristics and attributes of the brand. In the modern marketplace, brands comrnuni-
cate primarily through images (Salzer-Morling & Strannegard, 2004) and the visual
has surpassed the verbal in the conveyance of brand meaning. Unfortunately, adver-

tising scholars knolv very 1itt1e about how visuai images convey brand associations and
meanings. When research has been conducted on visuai images in brand identity,
several elements are t],pically sftrdied, including the brand tvpeface, logo, color, and

package shape. These elements usually have been studicd in isolation fiom each other,
although researchers admit that there is rro one-to-one correspondence between a

single visual element and particular outcomes (Brakus, Schmidt, & Zarantonello,
2009). Prior studies also have had a narrow focus on effects such as arousal, priming,
congruiry or other unconscious olrtcomes. This focus on lower-order effects limits
our understanding of higher order outcomes such as brand identity, brand person-
a1it1,, anci brand equity. Consider once again the visual rhetorical ads described in this
chapter; a focus on thc color, Iogo, or font style of these ads misses the big picture in
terms of consumer response to the ad, and ultimateiy, to the brand.

There is evidence to suggest tl-rat thc rhetorical style of picturcs in an ad influences
tl-ie brand's identitv bey6p4 attitude toward the immediate ad execution. For example,
Dahl6n (2005) shor,ved consllmers visual rhetoric in novel but reievant media - for
example, ads fbr cup-of-soup on steaming man-hole covers and ads for insurance
companies on egg cartons. The brar-rds sponsoring such deviant exccutions were
judged to be more interesting and creatir,e than brands that used regular media adrrer-

tising with dre same messages (e.g., "hot and ready-to-go," and "protective").
I:lowever, in later r,vork, Dahl6n (2009) noted that the effects of such visually deviant
advertising depend on the prior reputation of dre brand in the consumer's countrv;
similarly, ICm, Han, and Yoon (2010) reported that what is considered "creative"
advertising diflbrs by country. Consequently, dillerences in culturc mav impact
I,vhether or not visr-rally deviant ads achieve positive brand identiry effects.

Visual rhetoric also may engender negative brand identity effects. In a stuch' of
visual and verbal metaphors, Ang and Lim (2006) noted that artfuilv deviart ads lead
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t() c()nslurer perccptions of tl-re brrl-rd rls more sopl-risticrrtcd l-rcl excitirrg. Flotvet'cr,

these sanrc acls also lcad to perceptions tl-rrt the brrrr.rcl is lcss sincere rurcl cort-tprctcut.

fhis findiug again sirggests thllt the olrtcomcs of vistLal rl-retoric fbr brlrcl iclct.rtirt'tnirr.

be influcncccl by tlre cultural r,lhres of consLllncrs: tl-rat is, are consllmers seeking

sophisticatior-r, sirtceritr', or s()mething elsef

Fir-rallv, therc is evidence that c()nsluners are rnuch trore expert at clecoclir.rg brrrncl

ic'lentifi, fbr r.isualli, open ;rcls thi-u-r scholarlr. resclrch ciltt 1rg1 erPl'.rin. l)trrir-rg thc:

fisl-rion ac1 inten'ieu.s u'c conclucted (Phillips & N,{cQr.rlrric, 20l0), \\.()ntcl1 c'lisctrsscd

tl-rcir responses t() thc Dolce & Clalrbana "stabbins" ';rd bv rcfcrcncing rhe brencl's

r,isr.rril iclentin.:

I utdcrstand thcir cottccpt, Dolcc (: GabltntLa. I understnnd their stt,le of ads. But
I don't lorc it. Thc stnbbitLll. ht it is thcir stt'lc; it's ttot shockinll. I hnow ltow thcir
stt,lc is.

Thcsc rcspoltses rrLr intriuLrir-rg, '.rs l)olce & Grrbbana docs uot alu'r-tt's use ircls u'ith
u'rurclcrrxrs historical tigures. For cr'.rmplc, it pretious Dolcc & Ciabblna crnrpiligrl
portra\.c:d \\'ornen u,ith ilrge hlts lr-irrg in h'.ri'. Although tl.rese lcls '.rre quitc cliflbrent,
the trrsl.rionista \\'onren in our reserrrch sttrclics perceivecl that thev slrarecl thc satne

r.isr.r'..r1 brirr-rd idcntin', perhrrps becausc of thcir rl'retorical openrless, or pr-rrposctul poh,

sen'n,. The scholarship on br:Lnrl llrilnrlserrent hrrs virtuallr,iguorecl such visttirl aspccts

of- brancls. These Dolce & (iebbana ads indicate that aclr'ertising rcsctrrcl.rcrs trcecl

better fi-ante rl'orks ancl tools if unclcrstaucling olvisLral branc{ icicntitt,, both ri'ithir-r ancl

bct\\,een cultures. is to aclr'auce.

Research Qtestiort (t: Hol, do consttnters identifl', contltrthcnd, and ltroctss t,iwal
brand identitltl l)6 51t5sg771atic di.ffirences exist ocross cuburcs?

Summary and Conclusion

'l'l-re abilin, to interprct figuratir,e spccch u,oulcl appeer to be l hnnrart turir.ersal

(Sperbcr ck Wilsor-r, 1986). Whether the abilitv to reacl a t\\'o-dimerlsional pictorial
represcntation ;rs a figure lnd interpret it;rs expected is likcu'isc r,tnir-ers.rl, is rlthcr lcss

clear (NlcQuarrie & N{ick, 1999; Scott, 1994a). Lr arr.case ) it is cle..rr thilt to intcrpret
an),prlrticuiar figr-rr;rtive picture reclnires a grcirt cle al of culturirl kr.rorileclge, knou'leclgc

u.hich r-nrrv not be present rrrlr()ng conslurers u'ho are cttltttrlrlh' clistaut fl'onr thc ad

creator. Wl-ren thirt cr-rltural knou,leclge is prescnt, rhetoricllh'crafted ad pictures can

be pou,erfirlll. eflective. J'he rcsult is that aclr,ertisers har-e to cousicler the possibilitl,
tl-r;-rt ad picturcs, ptlrticularh. opcn anrl rhetoricrrl prictlrres, cart solr.e krottv probler-ns

in cross cultural brancl mcss:rging; but aclr'crtisers can never bc confidcnt that attl'

partictil'ar pictorial solution ri'ill be as broadlv eflective :rs hoped. IIence, lurther
rcsearch on hou,commercialli'cr:rftecl pictures are usccl lncl interpreted across cultural
bounclaries is impcrative. L-r this chapter) s'e providc son-re guidelines and specific

directions fbr fLrturc rcseirrch iii this arca.


