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Abstract:

Consumers are becoming more cynical about advertising truthfulness. Past studies indicated that skeptical consumers like advertising less and rely on it less. Consumers’ trust in product placement claims is higher than their trust in advertised claims, have stronger memories for brands and claims that are placed within program. Today, Hong Kong marketers adopt high volume and different variety of product placement in TV soap operas in order to be effective. This paper tries to correlate consumer degree of skepticism to different product placement techniques: 1) implicit/non-integrated, 2) explicit/non-integrated and 3) explicit/integrated, and examines the hierarchy of effects on cognition, affection and conation. 
Skepticism and its Impacts on the Effectiveness of Product Placement


Consumer skepticism is an important concept in understanding communication effectiveness. Back in late eighties, it has been pointed out that consumers do not trust advertising claims (Calfee and Ford 1988) it is widely believed that advertising is to persuade people to buy things they do not want.  Even with advertising regulation imposed, consumers were still cynical about advertising truthfulness, and they preferred third party verification.  Recent research studies, Calfee and Ringold (1994), Obermiller and Spangerberg (1998, 2000), Obermiller, Spangerberg, and MacLachlan (2005) supported the proposition that consumers were socialized to be skeptical toward advertising claims.  Based on the analysis of six decades of historical survey data, Calfee and Ringold (1994) discovered that 70% of consumers think that advertising is often untruthful.  Researchers also introduced a uni-dimensional construct called advertising skepticism, defined as “the general tendency toward disbelief of advertising claims” (Obermiller and Spangenberg 1998; Callister and Stern 2007). These researchers argued that consumers who score high on ad skepticism are more inclined to dislike advertising and marketing. (Obermiller and Spangenberg 1998, Obermiller, Spangenberg and MacLachlan 2005).  They further stated that consumers who are high in skepticism show weaker brand beliefs, more negative attitude towards ads, and lowest intentions to purchase the advertised products. When compared to consumers with low skepticism, these consumers are believed to show distrust in the validity of advertising, inclined to ignore advertising and less responsive to informational-based appeals. 

Many studies in skepticism have examined the consumer dispositions, such as demographics and lifestyles (Green 1999, Grier and Brumbaugh 1999), personality traits (Schoen-bachler and Whittler 1996; Zhang 1996), attitude toward the advertisement and advertiser (Homer 1990; Miniard, Bhatla, and Rose 1990) and product involvement (Miniard, Bhatla and Rose 1990). In 1998, advertising skepticism is further measured with the nine-item SKEP scale developed by Obermiller and Spangenberg (1998) and suggested that skepticism was a salient component among respondents and is related to behaviors associated with the use of advertising information. All these studies have generated a common phenomenon that is consumers with relatively higher skepticism toward advertising should exhibit less positive responses to advertisements - they are less responsive to advertising, they like it less, believe it less, and believe it is less influential.


With the rapid increase in volume and variety of product placement on television program and movie, recent studies also address the attitude of consumers toward product placement. Researchers found that product placements received more acceptability, higher evaluations and affective outcomes than advertising as placements were perceived to be less intrusive (Gupta & Gould 1997; Nebenzhal & Secunda 1993; Paradun & McKee 1996; Hackley 2003; Karrh, McKee & Pardun 2003).  Attitudes toward placements, i.e. the acceptability, involvements and perceptions of audiences, were important influential elements for the effectiveness of placements.  However, there was a lack of literature on the attitudes towards product placement and its effectiveness. Gupta, Balasubramanian, and Klassen (2000) suggested that respondents who were more positively disposed toward advertising also held significantly more positive attitudes toward placements; whereas, respondents who were less positively disposed toward advertising also held significantly less positive attitudes toward placements. Conclusively, skepticism toward advertising lowers attitudes toward both advertisements and placements.

In this present research, we adopt Obermiller and Spangenberg definition of advertising skepticism and their SKEP scale
 (1998) was used as the framework of study who defined advertising skepticism in general as the tendency toward disbelief of the promotional claims. The scale in this study contains the following five items adapted from the nine-item SKEP scale (Obermiller and Spangenberg 1998):

1) advertisement provides product information
2) advertisement is acceptable
3) product placement in soap opera provides product information

4) product placement in soap opera is acceptable
5) product placement is credible

Product Placement Execution Styles 

Product placement execution styles can be broadly classified into three main types: implicit/non-integrated (IMNI), explicit/non-integrated (ENI) and explicit/integrated (EI) product placement (Tiwsakul, Hackley & Szmigin 2005).  In this study, implicit/non-integrated product placement refers to the placement of a branded product within a television programme without formally expressed. These products do not play an active role in the programme and often served as a background.  On the other hand, a branded product that is formally expressed within a television programme is defined as an explicit product placement and plays an active role in the programme.  It can be further sub-divided into explicit/non-integrated and explicit/integrated, the former one include deliberate close-up of brand logo or products while the latter one include shots of actors or actresses consuming the products. 
Past studies indicated that implicit product placement gets the most negative consumer evaluation, in other words, consumers prefer the more explicit product placement.  The implicit placement might be perceived as less ethical because of the association of subliminal effects. Whereas, Bandura (1977) suggested that explicit product demonstrations in product placements help people to learn how to use the products quickly. Consumers shape self-relevant information through an “association principle” linking their own self concept and identity with the desirable images in the programme.  The viewer will then establish an association with the character and personality in the programme, and then the brand.  As a result, consumers will perceive the demonstrated brands or products as more natural than those direct and manipulative selling messages.
Hierarchy of Effects

In developing the integrative framework on audience response to product placements,   Balasubramanian, Karrh and Patwardhan (2006) organized their results and outcomes around the hierarchy-of–effects model, including cognition, affection and conation. In the study, ‘cognition’ referred to memory-related measures such as recognition and recall, ‘affection’ referred to positive or negative attitudes, and ‘conation’ referred to purchase intention and purchase behavior. The framework is being adopted in this study to interpret result findings.

Past studies have found that viewers may retain long term memories for those placements that promoted more conscious processing during exposure (Krugman 1965; Synott 1991; DeLorme and Reid 1999). In other words, placements messages which are implicit are not effective in influencing consumers’ ‘cognitive’ response.

As for ‘affective’, studies indicated that the integration of a brand into the editorial content of a programme has a significant effect on the brand image (Reijmersdal, Neijens and Smit 2007), people tend to develop more positive affection toward explicit displayed product and brands. However, purchasing behavior is considered to be too complex which involves purchase intentions, product choice, retailer choice etc. that implicit messages may not be effective (Caccavale, Wanty and Edell 1982; Moore 1982, Trappey 1996).
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It is expected that skepticism is negatively related to effects on cognition, affection and purchase intention produced by non-integrated pp, therefore, we expect the following effects of skepticism. 

H1.
The less skeptical the consumers, the more positive effects of cognition can be produced by product placement executed explicit/integrated than by explicit/non-integrated and implicit/non-integrated (EI> ENI> IMNI).

H2.
The less skeptical the consumers, the more positive effects of affection can be produced by explicit/integrated than by explicit/non-integrated and implicit/non-integrated (EI> ENI > IMNI).

H3.
The less skeptical the consumers, the more positive effects of conation can be produced by explicit/integrated than by explicit/non-integrated and implicit/non-integrated (EI> ENI > IMNI).

Methodology

(a) Experimental design 

A 20-minutes video tape featuring two Chinese TV soap opera programs with three different product placement clips and regular commercials were recorded. In order to avoid subjects who may have been suspicious of the true purpose of the experiment and have biased the results, we have inserted regular commercial in-between the clips of product placement. The three product placement clips are


1) soya sauce – implicit and non-integrated execution (IMNI)

2) convenience Store – explicit and non-integrated execution (ENI)

3) mobile phone –explicit and integrated execution (EI)
A famous actor and a famous actress were featured in the two product placement clips.  Prior to the experiment and survey, a pretest was conducted.  A total of 37 respondents were selected to view the clips and answer the questionnaire.  In addition, a manipulative test was also conducted to ensure that no biased responses caused by (i) celebrity preference effect and (ii) product involvement effects.  From the results, it is clear that there is no significant difference between the preferences of the two celebrities (Actress Sit and Actor Fong) and which confirmed that the celebrity effects will not influence the subjects’ opinions in the experiment (Table 1). 

Table 1
	
	
	Mean
	S.D.
	t
	Sig.

	Overall preference towards the 
	Sit
	0.00
	1.00
	0.00
	0.857

	actor/actress
	Fong
	0.00
	1.00
	
	


(b) Sample

A good cross section of 125 subjects from the population is invited to view the tape in a classroom setting without being informed of the research objectives.  After viewing the tape, participants are then asked to answer a well-constructed questionnaire which are distributed to them one-by-one. The questionnaire is organized around the hierarchy-of-effects model of three broad categories: cognition (recall); affect (attitudes); and conation (purchase intention) on the product placement clips. Participants are also asked on their level of skepticism towards advertising and product placement at the end.

(c) Questionnaire design

The questionnaire is divided into three different sections. Section I is brand specific questions with 5-point scale, asking participants whether the product placement clip provides them with information and increase their product knowledge, helps to generate positive affection on the related brand, and intensifies their purchase intention. Section II is 5-point scale questions to study the skeptical level of participants on advertising and product placement. Questions included: 1) TVC/PP is generally truthful and reliable, 2) TVC/PP is informative and provide product information and, 3) in general, most TVC/PP provides consumers with fundamental and creditable information. Section III is demographic questions on gender, age and monthly personal income.
Results
Exploratory factor analysis using Principle Component Analysis with Varimax Rotation was first used to assess the psychometric properties of the SKEP scale.  A single factor emerged which explained 60% of the total variance in the five items making up the scale. The factor loadings are satisfactory, the smallest one is 0.585. Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy is = 0.634 > 0.5, and Barlett’s test rejects that the hypothesis that the population correlation matrix of the items is an identity matrix (Approx. chi-sq = 124.056, df = 10, p = 0.000), both indicate that the results of factor analysis is acceptable.  Reliability of the scale was then tested.  The Cronback’s alpha is 0.718, which is greater than the required threshold of 0.7 (Nunally 1978).  All the items to total correlations exceed 0.4.  Hence, the scale is reliable.
The whole sample is divided into two groups based on the mean of SKEP. The first group contains respondents who are below average in terms of skepticism towards advertisements (Low skeptical group-LS), while the second group of respondents is more skeptical towards advertising messages (High skeptical group-HS).

Using Multivariate Repeated Measures Mixed ANOVA, with product placement (PP) taken as the within-subject factor making up of three levels: implicit/non-integrated (IMNI), explicit/non-integrated (ENI) and explicit/integrated (EI), and skeptical group variable as the second between-subject factor making up of two levels: low skeptical group and high skeptical group.  Each subject is tested for three variable measures, namely, understanding of the ad, feeling about the ad and purchase intention.  The results of the analyses can be found in Table 2.

Table 2 Results of Multivariate Repeated Measures Mixed ANOVA
	Effect
	 
	Value
	F
	Sig.

	Between Subjects
	Intercept
	Pillai's Trace
	.966
	281.972(a)
	.000

	 
	 
	Wilks' Lambda
	.034
	281.972(a)
	.000

	 
	 
	Hotelling's Trace
	28.197
	281.972(a)
	.000

	 
	 
	Roy's Largest Root
	28.197
	281.972(a)
	.000

	 
	rskpetic
	Pillai's Trace
	.190
	2.342(a)
	.093

	 
	 
	Wilks' Lambda
	.810
	2.342(a)
	.093

	 
	 
	Hotelling's Trace
	.234
	2.342(a)
	.093

	 
	 
	Roy's Largest Root
	.234
	2.342(a)
	.093

	Within Subjects
	PP
	Pillai's Trace
	.570
	5.954(a)
	.000

	 
	 
	Wilks' Lambda
	.430
	5.954(a)
	.000

	 
	 
	Hotelling's Trace
	1.323
	5.954(a)
	.000

	 
	 
	Roy's Largest Root
	1.323
	5.954(a)
	.000

	 
	PP * rskpetic
	Pillai's Trace
	.311
	2.032(a)
	.096

	 
	 
	Wilks' Lambda
	.689
	2.032(a)
	.096

	 
	 
	Hotelling's Trace
	.452
	2.032(a)
	.096

	 
	 
	Roy's Largest Root
	.452
	2.032(a)
	.096


a  Exact statistic

b  Design: Intercept+rskpetic 

 Within Subjects Design: PP

From Table 2, the interaction between PP and rskeptic is significant at alpha = 10%.  To ascertain the pattern of the interaction, we construct profile plots for the three dependent measures as shown in Figure 1 below:

H2 and H3 are supported as the profile plots for affection and conation of the hierarchy of effects show the difference in feeling and purchase intention between the two skeptical groups are as follows: EI>ENI>IMNI. In other words, the more skeptical the respondent is, the more extra positive affection and purchase intention can be generated by EI than by ENI and IMNI, with ENI more capable than IMNI in boosting the respondent’s affection and purchase intention towards the brand. Hence, if the target respondents are skeptical towards marketing communications, EI product placement is more effective in boosting the subject’s feeling towards the brand and intention to buy.   

The change of marginal mean also shows that the impact of EI is much greater than IMNI on the LS. For affection, IMNI has relative low impact on both the LS and HS but EI manages to cultivate a more positive feeling on the LS than the HS. The marginal mean for LS soars from 2.22 for IMNI to 3.61for EI; HS just rises from 2.18 for IMNI to 2.75 EI only. For purchase intention, the respondents with LS show a large increase from 2.50 for IMNI to 3.50 for EI; the change for HS is merely 2.18 for IMNI to 2.56 for EI.
	Table 3  Estimate Marginal Means of the Three PP Styles
 

 

 

 

Measure

rskpetic

PP

Mean

Cognition

High skeptical
1

2.25

2

2.31

3

3.06

Low skeptical
1

2.77

2

2.72

3

3.55

Affection

High skeptical
1

2.18

2

2.37

3

2.75

Low skeptical
1

2.22

2

2.88

3

3.61

Conation

High skeptical
1

2.18

2

2.50

3

2.56

Low skeptical
1

2.50

2

3.00

3

3.50

*PP: 1= IMNI, 2=ENI, 3=EI


Though H1 is also supported, the pattern for cognition of the hierarchy of effects is not clear as that of affection and conation. The difference in understanding between the two skeptical groups is the biggest for both IMNI (2.77 for LS, 2.25 for HS) than for the other two forms of product placements.  Meanwhile, little difference in cognition between the two groups in terms of ENI (2.72 for LS, 2.31 for HS) and in the meantime the LS curve has a drop at ENI which does not follow the normal trend as the other two outcomes of HOE (affection and conation). 

To conclude, HS respondents exhibit less positive responses all along the hierarchy of effects to product placements, they understand it less, they like it less, and they intend to purchase it less. Further, responses of both LS and HS are highly associated and affected by product placement execution style. EI proves to be most effective; it manages to educate consumers on product knowledge, to generate positive affection, as well as to persuade them to buy. The result also indicates that EI is most successful in arousing respondents with LS in purchase intention. It might be due to the fact that the respondents with LS believe that the products being endorsed and used by the characters in the program is of good quality and the borrowing effect of classical conditioning applied, which is similar to the use and effects of celebrity endorsement conveyed in advertisements.     

Discussion and conclusions
It is interesting to note that consumers’ level of skepticism on marketing communications does affect the effects of product placement, and these effects varies when different execution styles applied.  In this study, it can be observed that the placement effects are more positive for EI execution style than the other two styles whether consumers are LS or HS.   Our results demonstrated that integrated and explicit placements are more effective which induce better consumer responses in terms of understanding, feelings and intention to purchase.  In the meantime, consistent with the work of Obermiller and Spangenberg (1998), skeptics were found to be less positive in response to advertising.  Thus, advertisers may be advised to adopt the integrated placement execution style which was shown to work better for both high and low skeptics, and avoid using the implicit placement despite their lower cost.  

For future research, consumer dispositions, people’s product knowledge and involvement for individual product should be further studied in related with their degree of skepticism on product placement alone. Further, as celebrity endorsements in product placement manage to have a strong effect on the consumers, it is worthwhile to further investigate the mix and match of character personality within the television program and product nature in order to generate a greater impact. Most past research focus on celebrity/product fit analysis, not enough investigation done on the in-programme characters’ personality/product fit.  It is an interesting area for future study on the role image of the programme characters which may have impact on audiences’ responses in the Hierarchy of Effects.  Lastly, how product placement and conventional advertisement can achieve a synergy effect for marketers should also be addressed.
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� SKEP Scale Items includes 1) We can depend on getting the truth in most advertising, 2) Advertising’s aim is to inform the consumer, 3) I believe advertising is informative, 4) Advertising is generally truthful, 5) Advertising is a reliable source of information about the quality and performance of products, 6) Advertising is truth well told, 7) In general, advertising presents a true picture of the product being advertised, 8) I feel I’ve been accurately informed after viewing most advertisements, and 9) Most advertising provides consumers with essential information.
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