AMS Review (2019) 9:289-303
https://doi.org/10.1007/513162-018-0131-1

THEORY/CONCEPTUAL

@ CrossMark

A MAP for effective advertising: the metaphoric advertising

processing model

Eliza K. Dehay' - Jan R. Landwehr'

Received: 25 April 2017 / Accepted: 3 December 2018 /Published online: 17 January 2018

© The Author(s) 2019

Abstract

Metaphors can trigger attention and surprise, elicit positive feelings when the non-obvious metaphoric meaning is deciphered,
and accelerate the understanding of complex or abstract information due to figurative metaphoric associations. Hence, metaphors
can satisfy important requirements of marketing communications. Accordingly, in recent decades, an increasing amount of
marketing research has examined this concept. The present article provides an overview of this research on metaphors in the
advertising literature, outlines the importance of metaphoric advertising for achieving key marketing aims, and identifies crucial
research gaps in the current literature. Based on this overview, we integrate theoretical ideas and empirical findings from
marketing and (consumer) psychology to develop the Metaphoric Advertising Processing Model (MAP), which offers new
insights into the definition, processing, comprehension, and outcomes of metaphoric advertising. We conclude with concrete
suggestions and recommendations for future research and describe the practical implications of the model.

Keywords Metaphoric advertising - Straightforward advertising - Metaphor - Processing fluency - Schema congruity

A fluffy bear using toilet paper. A car with white clouds and
blue sky on its surface. A “big apple” cut into pieces that look
like the Sydney Opera House. These examples illustrate how
the key benefit of a product or service can be communicated in
an advertisement by using metaphors. The first metaphor is
used by Charmin to advertise the softness of the brand’s toilet
paper. The second metaphor is used by Tesla to advertise its
zero emission electric cars that do not pollute the air. The third
metaphor is used by American Airlines to advertise the direct
air connection between New York and Sydney. Such indirect
modes of communication in advertising have become increas-
ingly popular in recent decades (e.g., Kim et al. 2012;
McQuarrie and Philipps 2005) and are the main topic of the
present article.
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More specifically, we focus on metaphors in the domain of
visual advertising. Metaphors are rhetorical figures that sub-
stitute one thing for another thing, relying on those two things’
similarity. Importantly, metaphors carry surplus meaning,
which enables them to provide an enriched substitute for a
resembling, conceptually similar object (e.g., Levy 1959;
McQuarrie and Mick 1996; Moriarty 1987; Scott 1994).
Because of their ability to trigger enriched mental associa-
tions, metaphors offer promising means for fulfilling commu-
nicative goals in marketing practice. Morgan and Reichert
(1999, p. 1) apply an enlightening metaphor to emphasize this
quality of metaphoric advertising: “metaphors and analogies
can be thought of as the ants of advertising. Just as the tiny
insect can support many times its own weight, a single meta-
phor can be worth a hundred words of copy.”

Although existing research provides a rich stock of con-
cepts and empirical findings concerning the use of metaphors
in marketing—or more specifically, advertising—it neverthe-
less lacks an overarching conceptual model that explicitly
specifies the psychological processes triggered by metaphoric
advertising. This article aims to address this gap by providing
(a) a literature review of existing insights into the use and
importance of metaphors in advertising; (b) a detailed over-
view of major open research questions in the field of meta-
phoric advertising; and (c) the development of a new
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conceptual framework of the psychological processing of
metaphoric and straightforward advertising (the Metaphoric
Advertising Processing Model; MAP) that makes novel pre-
dictions for research and practice.

Definition and delimitation of metaphoric
advertising

The idea that many advertising visuals are not straight
“reflections of reality” but are based on a complex symbolic
system of visual rhetoric that can be used to “write with pictures”
has been prominently developed by Scott (1994). One particu-
larly important rhetorical figure in the advertising context is the
visual metaphor because it is capable of triggering positive affect
and enjoyment (e.g., Gkiouzepas and Hogg 2011), of efficiently
transferring large amounts of information (e.g., Morgan and
Reichert 1999), and of eliciting important inferences about the
advertised product (e.g., Chang and Yen 2013). Moreover, be-
cause many metaphors are universally decoded by consumers,
Callow and Schiffman (1999) call pictorial metaphors “a kind of
visual Esperanto in global marketing”. Accordingly, we focus on
metaphoric advertising in the present article and contrast the
characteristics of this type of advertising with those of its con-
ceptual opposite: straightforward advertising. However, in line
with Scott (1994), we note that the distinction between straight-
forward and metaphoric advertising is a continuum rather than a
dichotomy. Nevertheless, we distinguish metaphoric and
straightforward advertising by defining idealized prototypes of
the endpoints of the continuum to provide a clear-cut conceptual
distinction.

Metaphoric advertising

A metaphor is commonly defined as “an implied comparison
between two things of unlike nature that yet have something in
common” (Corbett 1990, p. 444). Usually, metaphors are used
to make abstract concepts more concrete and comprehensible
by explaining the abstract concept in terms of a figurative
thing that is open to intuitive experience (e.g., Lakoff and
Johnson 1980). Metaphors are literally impossible or false
(i.e., in reality there is no direct connection between the two
concepts/things) but nevertheless enlightening (Lakoff and
Johnson 2003; McQuarrie and Mick 1996, 1999; Toncar and
Munch 2001). Accordingly, McQuarrie and Mick argue that
metaphors are “incomplete, requiring the reader to fill in a
gap” (1999, p. 40) to achieve an understanding of metaphoric
meaning. When metaphors are used in advertising, this “gap”
is commonly characterized by a deviation from the recipients’
expectations, for instance, by including unorthodox or uncon-
ventional visual or verbal ad elements.

For example, Volvo once released an advertisement that
pictures a safety pin bent into the shape of a car (Rossiter
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and Bellman 2005, p. 135). This depiction of a car is a devi-
ation from expectation because cars are not made of safety
pins and safety pins are usually not shaped like a car.
However, because safety is a key element of Volvo’s brand
positioning, substituting the actual product by another object
that is predominantly associated with safety signals a key
brand characteristic and enables consumers to transfer mean-
ing to the advertised product.

Thus, metaphoric advertising is characterized by replacing
one entity (the “target”, i.e., a Volvo car) with another con-
ceptually similar entity with surplus meaning (the “source”,
i.e., a safety pin). The connection between those two
entities—source and target—is assumed to be based on an
underlying resemblance or conceptual similarity (McQuarrie
and Mick 1996, 1999). Importantly, the analogy between
source and target does not stem from incidentally resembling
features of both, but from shared feature structures or relations
that are likewise inherent to the source and the target. To
comprehend a metaphoric advertisement, consumers must de-
tect the predominant common structure between source and
target, apply knowledge about the source and target to deter-
mine whether and how they match, and infer which interpre-
tation is most relevant in a given context (Gentner et al. 2001).
Importantly, metaphoric advertising is neither precise nor ob-
vious because the surplus meaning is hidden, as described
above (see also Lakoff and Johnson 2003). Accordingly, met-
aphoric advertising is not only complex and sophisticated in
terms of meaning decoding but is also an indirect tool of
marketing communications (Levy 1959; Phillips 1997; Scott
1994; Toncar and Munch 2001).

Straightforward advertising

Straightforward advertising is an advertising type that is free
of metaphoric or other meaning-loaded visual or verbal ad
elements. This type of advertising merely identifies and de-
notes product or brand information or describes the usage of a
product (Moriarty 1987). By containing explicit claims and
factual information, straightforward advertising informs con-
sumers in a direct, literal, or straight way (Moriarty 1987;
Rossiter and Percy 1997; Toncar and Munch 2001). Note that
what we denote as straightforward advertising has also been
referred to as literal (Gentner et al. 2001; Moriarty 1987),
representational (Dondis 1973), or straight (Rossiter and
Percy 1997, p. 287) advertising.

We suggest that straightforward advertising does not con-
tain hidden surplus meaning because the direct or explicit ad
elements only refer to themselves. Although straightforward
advertising may elicit multiple thoughts, interpretations, and
associations (Lagerwerf and Meijers 2008), consumers are
not required to draw their own inferences or to detect hidden
meaning to understand the advertising message. This as-
sumption is in line with the finding that straightforward
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advertising can be taken literally (Toncar and Munch 2001).
Because it is literally correct (direct communication, no hid-
den meaning, etc.) and its degree of deviation from reality is
low, straightforward advertising requires less complex mean-
ing decoding processes than metaphoric advertising
(McQuarrie and Mick 1996).

To conclude this section, Table 1 summarizes the most
important defining characteristics of metaphoric and straight-
forward advertising with respect to the mode of meaning
transfer, the degree of communicative complexity, and the
degree of deviation from consumers’ expectations. Next, we
turn to the importance of metaphoric advertising for creating
effective advertisements.

The link between metaphoric advertising
and advertising effectiveness

Common models of advertising effectiveness propose and
show that attitude toward the ad is an important determinant
of consumers’ behavioral intentions and that its effect is trans-
ferred simultaneously by positive brand attitudes/evaluations
and positive product/brand cognitions (e.g., Homer 1990;
MacKenzie et al. 1986; Mitchell and Olson 1981; for a me-
ta-analysis, see Brown and Stayman 1992). The previously
described key characteristics of metaphoric advertising (see
Table 1) suggest that this type of advertising should be partic-
ularly effective in influencing these two process variables for
at least three reasons. First, achieving an understanding of the
metaphoric link between source and target is like solving a
riddle, which triggers positive affect and hence positive atti-
tudes toward the ad and positive brand evaluations (e.g.,
Mohanty and Ratneshwar 2015). Second, metaphors are per-
ceived as creative rhetorical figures that stimulate consumers’
imagination, which should also transfer to positive attitudes
toward the ad and positive brand evaluations (e.g., Zaltman
and Coulter 1995). Third, because metaphors enhance con-
sumers’ understanding of abstract concepts, metaphoric ad-
vertising facilitates the transfer of information and beliefs
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about product attributes and is hence able to trigger positive
product/brand cognitions (e.g., McQuarrie and Mick 1999;
McQuarrie and Philipps 2005).

In line with this latter point, Burgers et al. (2015) showed
that metaphoric advertising provides a suitable tool for mak-
ing abstract benefits more concrete and tangible, which in
turn increases the persuasiveness of advertising for such
products/services. Thus, metaphoric advertising could help
consumers to intuitively experience abstract product/service
features that would otherwise remain difficult to grasp.
Moreover, it has been shown that metaphoric advertising is
an effective tool to transfer symbolic meaning to brands,
create and manage brand personality (Ang and Lim 2006),
and position brands in the marketplace (Alden et al. 1999;
Randazzo 2006). In addition to the transfer of explicit brand
personality perceptions, Delbaere et al. (2011) showed that
when a product in an ad metaphorically engages in some
type of human behavior, the brand is anthropomorphized,
which elicits feelings of connectedness and increases brand
liking. Thus, metaphoric advertising seems to be capable of
capitalizing on the positive effects of brand anthropomor-
phism reported in the literature (e.g., Aggarwal and McGill
2007; Landwehr et al. 2011).

To further exemplify how metaphoric advertising can in-
crease advertising effectiveness, one can also refer to the tradi-
tional communication model by Shannon and Weaver (1949),
which explains communication as a process in which a sender
(i.e., a brand) sends a signal (i.e., an advertising message) to a
receiver (i.e., a consumer). According to the summarized re-
search findings, metaphoric advertising is a communicative
signal that is able to efficiently transfer information and positive
feelings from the sender to the receiver. Hence, metaphoric
advertising constructs an important bridge between brands
and consumers (see also Hawkins 1973) and thus fulfills a
fundamental aim of marketing communications. To dig deeper
into the mechanisms that make metaphoric advertising a prom-
ising instrument of effective advertising, we will turn to key
aspects of consumers’ mental processing of metaphoric adver-
tising in the next section.

The most important defining characteristics of metaphoric versus straightforward advertising

Metaphoric advertising

Straightforward advertising

Transfer of meaning e« substitution of one thing by another thing

(McQuarrie and Mick 1996).

* not to be understood literally (Toncar and Munch 2001).

» carries additional hidden meaning
(Phillips 1997; Toncar and Munch 2001).
Degree of complexity
communication (Scott 1994).

« indirect transfer of information (Toncar and Munch 2001).

Degree of deviation

» complex, sophisticated, rhetorical, figurative way of

« deviates from expectation (McQuarrie and Mick 1996).

» denotes information in a direct way (Moriarty 1987;
Rossiter and Percy 1997).

« contains explicit claims (Toncar and Munch 2001).

* does not contain hidden meaning (Toncar and Munch 2001).

* less complex in terms of meaning-decoding than metaphoric
ads (McQuarrie and Mick 1996) and literally correct
(Toncar and Munch 2001).

* does not deviate from expectation.

@ Springer



292

AMS Rev (2019) 9:289-303

Key insights and research gaps
concerning metaphoric advertising

Based on the general review of definitional characteristics and
the importance of metaphoric advertising provided in the pre-
vious sections, we now turn to key insights and remaining
research gaps concerning the processing and evaluation of
metaphoric advertisements. This overview constitutes the
foundation for the novel processing model of metaphoric ad-
vertising, which we will develop in the subsequent section. To
this end, Table 2 provides an overview of five selected major
objects of knowledge in the current literature on metaphoric
advertising. For each of these five objects, we summarize the
key insights of the current literature and identify the remaining
research gaps.

Complexity of metaphoric advertising

The current literature offers two comprehensive typologies of
metaphoric advertising that can be used to determine the com-
plexity of the employed metaphors based on the visual struc-
ture and the connection/comparison implied by the metaphor
(Phillips and McQuarrie 2004; Gkiouzepas and Hogg 2011).
These typologies are very helpful for structuring the creative
space that metaphors offer for the design of advertisements
and for enabling a systematic examination of the advertise-
ment’s visual appearance. In particular, they indicate meta-
phoric complexity as an essential conceptual dimension to
understand the effects of metaphoric advertising. From a psy-
chological processing perspective, the complexity of a meta-
phor can be conceptualized as a processing affordance with
higher levels of complexity requiring higher levels of process-
ing effort. This perspective gives rise to two important re-
search questions. First, which psychological processes are
triggered when higher versus lower levels of metaphoric com-
plexity are encountered? Second, are there any other creative
aspects of the advertisement that concurrently increase the
perceived complexity of an ad?

Processing of metaphoric advertising

When considering the second object of knowledge (see
Table 2), there is consensus in the current literature that met-
aphoric advertising elicits higher levels of cognitive elabora-
tion than straightforward advertising (e.g., Gkiouzepas and
Hogg 2011; Lagerwerf and Meijers 2008; DeRosia 2008;
Kim et al. 2012; McQuarrie and Mick 1999). Moreover, sev-
eral authors assume that metaphors are cognitively demanding
and thus, processed on a deep semantic level (e.g., Fox et al.
2015; Mohanty and Ratneshwar 2015; Scott 1994). These
observations raise the question of why metaphoric advertising
triggers higher levels of cognitive elaboration. More
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specifically, what psychological processes cause people to in-
vest higher amounts of cognitive effort?

Another as-yet unresolved question is whether metaphoric
ad elements are easy or difficult to process. On the one hand,
metaphors ease decision-making and facilitate processing be-
cause they make abstract ad concepts more concrete and thus,
more understandable (Cian et al. 2015; Gentner et al. 2001;
Levy 1959). On the other hand, to understand metaphors in
the intended manner, the recipient of a message must draw
inferences (Toncar and Munch 2001), activate knowledge
(e.g., cultural knowledge), or apply strategies such as interpre-
tation (e.g., Phillips 1997). These processes, however, burden
the recipient’s cognitive processing capacities.

Affective/evaluative consequences of metaphoric
advertising

The affective and evaluative consequences of processing met-
aphoric advertising critically depend on how the processing
proceeds. If consumers correctly interpret a metaphor, they
feel enlightened by their (new) conclusions (McQuarrie and
Mick 1999; Phillips 1997). To achieve this, consumers must
activate product, situational, or personalized knowledge and
engage in their own interpretations and inferences (e.g., Mick
1992). The successful processing of metaphors thereby pro-
motes feelings of reward and pleasure and, thus, positive atti-
tudes toward the ad (e.g., Gkiouzepas and Hogg 2011;
Mohanty and Ratneshwar 2015; McQuarrie and Mick 1996,
1999). Accordingly, van Mulken et al. (2010, 2014) find clear
evidence for an inverted u-shaped relationship between meta-
phoric complexity and the appreciation of an ad. That is, if it is
too easy or too difficult to understand a metaphoric ad, appre-
ciation is reduced. In contrast, if an advertiser meets the
“sweet spot” of optimal metaphoric complexity, consumers
experience pleasure and reward when solving the “riddle”
posed by the metaphor. Another finding that corresponds with
this line of research shows that straightforward advertising
claims can be more effective if consumers are neither willing
nor able to engage in effortful or deep processing, which is
both required to fully understand metaphoric advertising
(Toncar and Munch 2001).

These insights lead to two major research opportunities.
First, there has been no systematic theoretical analysis of the
involved mechanisms that produce the inverted u-shape be-
tween metaphoric complexity and ad appreciation that would
offer a parsimonious explanation for the observed effects.
Second, without a proper theoretical understanding, it is diffi-
cult to specify the optimal level of metaphoric complexity for
achieving positive evaluations. Thus, specifying when exactly
metaphoric advertising leads to more favorable evaluations is
a question that requires an advanced process understanding—
and further research.
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Cognitive consequences of metaphoric advertising

Metaphoric advertising has been shown to trigger a number of
positive cognitive consequences. First, the usage of metaphors
increases the likelihood that the ad will be retained in memory
(Phillips and McQuarrie 2004; Rossiter and Percy 1997).
Second, metaphors are a means to generate new conclusions
by facilitating cognitive enrichment and imaginative thinking
(Zaltman 2016), which may contribute to the ability of meta-
phors to trigger multiple positive inferences about a brand
simultaneously (McQuarrie and Philipps 2005). Third, meta-
phoric advertising makes abstract product attributes more con-
crete and hence tangible for consumers (Burgers et al. 2015).
Fourth, Delbaere et al. (2011) showed that when a product in
an ad metaphorically engages in some type of human behav-
ior, the brand is anthropomorphized, which increases brand
liking and more positive attributions of brand personality.
Fifth, metaphoric ads are less likely to provoke consumers’
resistance to the ad claim because it is more difficult for con-
sumers to challenge and question hidden ad meaning than
straightforward claims (Toncar and Munch 2001).

In this respect, it is important to note that direct claims can
be more effective in high-involvement choice situations be-
cause in such cases, highly motivated consumers seek effi-
cient, factual, and straight information (Rossiter and Percy
1997; Toncar and Munch 2001). Furthermore, when con-
sumers strive to satisfy basic needs (such as hunger), a
straightforward ad that contains an explicit picture of the ob-
ject that satisfies the need (e.g., food) may be most successful
(Rossiter and Percy 1997).

A final important finding in the context of brand personal-
ity creation is that only some brand personality traits can be
effectively delivered by metaphoric advertising. In particular,
metaphoric advertising is most effective in increasing percep-
tions of sophistication and excitement, whereas straightfor-
ward advertising is most effective for sincere and competent
brands (Ang and Lim 2006).

Based on the reported findings, the following major re-
search questions emerge. The first question directly connects
to the findings of Ang and Lim (2006) and asks why some
types of brand personality inferences are more likely to occur
for metaphoric advertisements than others. The second ques-
tion is related to the finding that metaphoric ads trigger a
multitude of cognitive inferences, which requires a profound
process explanation.

Moderators of the effects of metaphoric advertising

The positive effect of metaphoric advertising on the above-
discussed evaluative and cognitive consequences has been
shown to be conditional on a number of moderating variables.
Several studies have examined variables connected to cogni-
tive processing capability and have provided evidence that
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metaphoric advertising is more effective for consumers with
a high need for cognition (Chang and Yen 2013; Lagerwerf
and Meijers 2008; Mohanty and Ratneshwar 2015), with
higher education (Lagerwerf and Meijers 2008), and with
higher cognitive maturity (i.e., metaphoric advertising seems
to be less beneficial for children; Pawlowski et al. 1998).

Furthermore, the type of processing activated by a meta-
phoric ad (i.e., integrative vs. analytical) is also known to
moderate the effectiveness of the ad such that consumers
who process the ad in an integrative manner (i.e., predominant
processing in the right hemisphere of the brain) show greater
understanding and appreciation of the ad (Morgan and
Reichert 1999; Vance and Virtue 2011).

Finally, several researchers have examined the effects of
the presence and type of an explanatory headline that spells
out the message of the ad on advertising effectiveness
(Bergkvist et al. 2012; McQuarrie and Philipps 2005;
Phillips 2000). The key idea is that an explanatory headline
supports ad recipients’ understanding of the riddle posed by
the metaphoric ad, which should be transferred to increased
appreciation of the ad. However, the evidence is mixed with
respect to the optimal extent of explanation offered by the
headline. Some researchers suggest that a headline that fully
explains the ad is superior (Bergkvist et al. 2012), while others
suggest that an incomplete headline that still leaves some
room for self-detection of the ad’s meaning is superior
(McQuarrie and Philipps 2005; Phillips 2000).

The key question regarding the three above-described types
of moderators is whether they could be theoretically integrated
and understood using an overarching theoretical concept.
Such a generalized understanding would help specify the con-
ditions under which metaphoric advertising can be expected to
be particularly effective and when it is not likely to work.

Concluding remarks concerning the major research
gaps

Table 2 summarizes the five key areas of research in the do-
main of metaphoric advertising and presents the key insights
provided by the current literature. It also identifies nine im-
portant open research questions (derived from the literature
review) that call for a better understanding of the psycholog-
ical processes triggered by metaphoric advertising, the deter-
minants and consequences of metaphoric complexity, the type
and amount of cognitive inferences triggered by metaphoric
advertising, and the potential moderating conditions of the
observed effects of metaphoric advertising.

The key aim of the present article is to offer a novel theo-
retical perspective on these research gaps that could inspire
and enrich further research on metaphoric advertising. In par-
ticular, we suggest that the processing fluency framework
(e.g., Graf and Landwehr 2015; Reber et al. 2004) offers a
very promising and powerful approach to increase our
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understanding of when, why, and how metaphoric advertising
is likely to be an effective advertising strategy. Thus far, the
processing fluency framework has never been applied to met-
aphoric advertising, which offers many novel research oppor-
tunities. In what follows, we will present our Metaphoric
Adpvertising Processing Model (MAP) to fill this gap and to
provide a comprehensive framework for future research on
metaphoric advertising.

The metaphoric advertising processing model
(MAP)

In this section, we develop the main ideas and propositions
underlying our integrative theoretical model of the processing
of metaphoric (versus straightforward) advertising. The model
addresses the research gaps mentioned above by merging
ideas from marketing/advertising research and cognitive psy-
chology. The core idea of our model is inspired by the Remote
Conveyer Model, which is a conclusive management model
on how to generate creative ideas for marketing communica-
tions and how to improve consumers’ brand benefit learning
(Rossiter and Bellman 2005; Rossiter and Percy 1997). The
Remote Conveyer Model suggests that the implementation of
a conveyor increases the effectiveness of advertising.
Conveyors are eye-catching stimuli, which have the objective
of attracting attention. Because they are remote from the
advertised product or service (i.e., they are unlikely to
co-occur in the real world), conveyors create curiosity,
which activates consumers to search for the key product/
service benefit. If consumers succeed in doing so, they
understand the ad and perceive a “quick mental reward”
(Rossiter and Bellman 2005, p. 132). As opposed to
straightforward ads, the authors describe conveyor ads as
making purposefully indirect claims. They describe con-
veyors as metaphors that dramatize the key benefits of the
advertised product or service by linking it to “another
object that has that benefit even more strongly” (p. 135).
According to Rossiter (2008, p. 143) “a major contri-
bution of the Remote Conveyor Model is the identifica-
tion of the properties of an effective conveyor™ that elicits
increased attention, curiosity, and an active search for the
match between conveyor and product. Thus, the model is
highly helpful for creating effective advertisement stimuli
and for predicting important advertising outcome vari-
ables. However, the aims and scope of the model do not
cover the concrete psychological processing characteris-
tics that trigger attention, curiosity, and elaborated pro-
cessing as a result of perceiving metaphoric advertising.
To close this gap, we present a model that focuses on the
psychological processes underlying the effects described by
the Remote Conveyer Model. Our novel model integrates in-
sights from schema congruity theory to define the

characteristics of metaphoric versus straightforward advertis-
ing from a consumer’s perspective. It also integrates insights
from processing fluency and structure-mapping theory to ad-
vance novel propositions involving the processing, compre-
hension, and downstream consequences of metaphoric adver-
tising. Figure 1 summarizes this Metaphoric Advertising
Processing Model (MAP).

Congruity of visual ad elements

The MAP is based on the idea that the interplay of different
visual ad elements defines whether an advertisement can be
classified as metaphoric or straightforward. In particular,
when a consumer perceives an advertisement, s/he will instan-
taneously form an impression of whether the visual elements
of the ad are high or low in congruity. Congruity is generally
defined as a correspondence between the schematic expecta-
tions derived from experience and observed evidence (e.g.,
Mandler 1982). The MAP suggests that a low congruity be-
tween visual ad elements is a necessary precondition for an
advertisement to contain metaphoric meaning. Accordingly,
the very first impression of a metaphoric ad is unusual and
differs from the expectation of the message recipient. In con-
trast, the MAP denotes advertising as straightforward when
the visual ad elements are perceived as congruent and fitting
well together. In particular, one key objective of straightfor-
ward advertising is to illustrate a product or product features
by depicting it in a direct and explicit ad surrounding that is
logical and exists in the real world. Thus, no riddle must be
solved and no hidden meaning must be detected in straight-
forward advertisements.

One example from a real campaign to distinguish meta-
phoric and straightforward advertising is a Red Bull campaign
in which wings are added to the product, a can of Red Bull
energy drink (see Fig. 2 for an application of the MAP to this
exemplary Red Bull advertisement). In this example, the vi-
sual ad elements do not correspond: cans do not have wings.
The message recipient does not expect to see cans with wings
because this combination of ad elements does not correspond
to reality, thus the metaphor carries additional meaning. By
connecting the Red Bull energy drink to the wings of a bird,
the advertisement emphasizes the energizing and uplifting ef-
fect of the soft drink on the consumer: Red Bull will lift you up
the way that wings uplift a bird or a plane. This secondary
meaning is delivered by the presence of the initially incongru-
ent elements of the wings and the Red Bull can. A metaphor
enables the message recipient to understand underlying ab-
stract concepts such as “energy” that otherwise are difficult
to communicate. In this sense, metaphors can be used as
concrete depictions (e.g., tangible wings) of underlying
abstract concepts (e.g., energy), which transfer meaning
from one ad element (wings) to another (can) by
pointing to underlying semantic relations (the energizing
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Fig. 1 The Metaphoric
Advertising Processing Model
(MAP)

Advertising
Stimulus

Instantaneous
congruity between
visual ad elements

effect of an uplift) that are characteristic of both. Thus,
they can be described as “semantic bridges” between
abstract meaning and concrete products/services.

In contrast, a Red Bull ad that either shows a person con-
suming the energy drink or depicts the can in front of a party
background is straightforward advertising because both situa-
tions fit consumers’ expectations about the consumption of soft
drinks. Thus, the ad elements (can, consumer, consumption
situation) are congruent and the ad communicates in a highly
illustrative manner, makes direct claims, and does not deviate
from expectations or reality. The underlying messages of met-
aphoric (e.g., Red Bull lifts you up) and straightforward (e.g.,
Red Bull is a party drink) advertisements exemplify our rea-
soning and demonstrate that unlike straightforward advertising,
metaphoric advertising contains additional hidden meaning.

We consider schema congruity a suitable theoretical ap-
proach to explain the relationships between ad elements.
However, our understanding of congruity differs from that
proposed by schema congruity theory in that we investigate
congruity on a purely pictorial level. Classical schema con-
gruity theory (e.g., Meyers-Levy and Tybout 1989) considers
the congruity between a product and a product category sche-
ma. In contrast, our concept of congruity refers to the mere
congruity between visual ad elements. That is, we focus only
on the congruity between the stylistic elements of an adver-
tisement and the underlying meaning they transfer. In the case
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of the described Red Bull ads, we do not suggest that the
congruity between Red Bull and the “energy schema” is
higher or lower than the congruity between Red Bull and the
“party schema”, but that the congruity between wings and
soft-drink cans is lower than the congruity between a party
and soft-drink cans.

In conclusion, metaphoric advertising is a type of market-
ing communication in which visual ad elements are initially
incongruent, but the incongruity can be resolved through the
conceptual relationship between the visual elements (see next
paragraph). Importantly, metaphoric advertising carries sur-
plus meaning and denotes something other than itself, thereby
demonstrating that it is an indirect form of communication
(see also Levy 1959). The meaning of metaphoric advertising
unfolds through the interplay between the ad elements and
consumers’ knowledge about the product/brand. In contrast,
straightforward advertising does not produce additional mean-
ing through the interplay of different ad elements, although it
might elicit multiple thoughts and associations. Thus, the core
difference between both ad types is that metaphoric ads are
initially incongruent because they contain hidden meanings,
whereas straightforward ads do not contain hidden meanings
because of their instantaneous congruency. As a result of these
defining characteristics, metaphoric advertising is a more
complex and figurative means of communication than
straightforward advertising.

Fig. 2 Metaphoric advertising processing of a Red Bull advertisement
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Processing fluency and the aha moment

Extending existing research on ad processing and comprehen-
sion, this paragraph describes how the MAP applies central
ideas of processing fluency theory to explain the processing of
metaphoric and straightforward advertising. Fluency theory
predicts that certain perceptual and conceptual characteristics
of stimuli generally influence the ease or difficulty with which
the stimuli are processed and that fluent processing is an in-
herently positive experience (e.g., Reber et al. 2004). Recent
studies, however, show that some extent of disfluency may
also result in interest (Graf and Landwehr 2017), positive
product evaluations (e.g., perceived innovativeness and
subsequent liking, Cho and Schwarz 2006), or increased pur-
chase intentions (Motyka et al. 2016). Based on a dual process
perspective on fluency effects (Graf and Landwehr 2015), we
will integrate such positive effects of disfluency into the MAP
as outlined below.

In terms of the processing difficulty of metaphoric ads,
some researchers studying marketplace symbolism have as-
sumed that symbols and metaphors are easy to process, but
they have not provided a detailed explanation or empirical
evidence to support this assumption (e.g., Levy 1959).
Others have assumed that metaphoric advertising is processed
less fluently (Fox et al. 2015). We refine both perspectives by
proposing that metaphoric ads are initially more difficult to
process than straightforward ads and that further processing
may dynamically change the fluency experience. Figure 1 pro-
vides a schematic depiction of consumers’ core processing
steps when confronted with an ad and how the experienced
fluency levels at each step determine the final evaluation of
the ad. Crucially, the MAP proposes that three distinct con-
sumer responses can result from the specific sequence of pro-
cessing steps and their fluency.

Starting with the pathway leading to the upper outcome of
the MAP, the initial feeling of disfluency occurs because of the
metaphoric advertisement’s deviation from expectations or
reality (i.e., instantaneous perception of incongruity). If the
message recipient detects the underlying ad meaning, s/he
experiences a so-called aha moment. Aha moments are char-
acterized by sudden insights into the solution of a problem,
reduced feelings of disfluency, and the induction of positive
affect and perceptions of truth and confidence (Graf and
Landwehr 2015; Muth and Carbon 2013; Topolinski and
Reber 2010). Indeed, at the moment of stimulus processing,
such sudden changes in fluency exert a greater impact on
stimulus judgments than does the absolute level of fluency
(Wénke and Hansen 2015). Hence, when consumers perceive
a low level of congruity in the first step and can detect mean-
ing in the second step, positive consumer responses are likely
to occur (see Fig. 1).

Although previous studies have reported positive consumer
responses to metaphoric advertising (e.g., Ang and Lim 2006;

Delbaere et al. 2011; Randazzo 2006), successful processing
and the associated positive responses do not always occur.
Consumers do not necessarily detect the hidden meaning of
an ad message because of a lack of semantic or conventional
understanding. For instance, miscommunication occurs if
consumers perceive a communicated brand personality in an
unintended manner (Aguirre-Rodriguez 2014). The pathway
leading to the middle outcome in Fig. 1 represents these pos-
sible negative effects of metaphoric advertising. If consumers
cannot detect the underlying ad meaning, the initial feelings of
disfluency remain and negative consumer responses result
(e.g., a lack of ad comprehension or reduced ad and brand
preferences). In accordance with the Pleasure-Interest Model
of Aesthetic Liking (Graf and Landwehr 2015), we propose
that the absence of disfluency reduction (i.e., failing to resolve
the meaning implied by an ad) triggers frustrating confusion,
which is negatively valenced.

Finally, we predict that consumers can immediately process
straightforward advertising fluently because of the high level
of instantaneous congruity. However, the experienced fluency
is unsurprising because consumers expect ad elements to be
congruent. Consequently, straightforward advertising pro-
duces “average consumer responses”: it neither benefits from
the illuminating insights of meaning detection nor suffers
from the negative outcomes of failed meaning detection
shown in Fig. 1. The finding that surprising experiences pro-
duce more intense outcomes than do expected experiences
(Graf and Landwehr 2017; Winke and Hansen 2015) rein-
forces our predictions regarding the outcomes of the two met-
aphoric pathways compared with the straightforward pathway.
Although straightforward advertising facilitates processing,
which has been shown to produce positive outcomes, this
experience is nevertheless unsurprising and therefore less in-
tense (see Pezzo (2003) for a similar assumption about the
importance of surprise for moderating the intensity of hind-
sight bias).

Our processing fluency perspective on metaphoric adver-
tising is complemented by ideas and findings related to sche-
ma congruity theory. More specifically, Meyers-Levy and
Tybout (1989) detected an inverted u-shaped relationship be-
tween congruity (between a product and a product category
schema) and product evaluations such that moderate incon-
gruity produces the most desirable consumer responses. They
explain this result by positing that resolving incongruity is
rewarding and therefore triggers positive affect, whereas high
congruity (i.e., nothing to resolve) and strong incongruity (i.e.,
not resolvable) trigger less positive evaluations. Applied to the
current advertising context, ads that evoke moderate incongru-
ity between different ad elements should be preferred over ads
that evoke high levels of congruity or incongruity (van
Mulken et al. 2010, 2014).

The pathways leading to the three distinct outcomes of the
MAP readily accommodate these ideas. First, metaphoric ads
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are moderately incongruent if initial feelings of disfluency can
be reduced by detecting the underlying meaning of the ad
message (pathway leading to the upper outcome). Hence, we
predict that “resolved” metaphoric ads produce the most pos-
itive consumer responses (i.e., rewarding disfluency reduction
leads to interest). Second, “unresolved” metaphoric ads pro-
duce the worst consumer responses (e.g., frustrating
disfluency leads to confusion) because the initial feelings of
disfluency, which stem from the incongruity between the ad
elements, cannot be reduced (pathway leading to the middle
outcome). Finally, the pathway leading to the bottommost
outcome represents congruent straightforward ads, which pro-
voke positive but—as Mandler (1982, p. 22) frames it—
“cold” consumer responses (e.g., boredom) resulting from
unsurprisingly fluent processing.

Researchers in other fields have similarly described these
three outcomes. For instance, the Pleasure-Interest-Model of
Aesthetic Liking (Graf and Landwehr 2015) posits that aes-
thetic stimuli, whose processing is more or less fluent than
expected, trigger an experience of fluency discrepancy.
Whereas a positive discrepancy results in feelings of pleasure,
negative fluency discrepancy may trigger interest, if there is
motivation to further process the stimulus and an ability to
reduce disfluency. Otherwise, boredom or confusion may
result. Berlyne (1960) makes similar predictions based on
the arousal potential of the stimulus being evaluated. Thus, it
seems desirable for marketing managers to create advertise-
ments with a moderate (i.e., resolvable) level of incongruity.

How to detect the underlying meaning of metaphoric
ads

In the previous section, we described three potential outcomes
of metaphoric and straightforward ad processing, thereby
explaining that metaphoric advertising can either be resolved
or remains unresolved. This notion requires further explana-
tion. To understand the relationship between the incongruent
ad elements, the consumer must detect how they are concep-
tually or semantically similar. If consumers detect a concep-
tual connection, they can resolve the hidden ad meaning and
experience the aha moment of understanding. Otherwise, pro-
cessing remains disfluent. Thus, meaning detection is a mod-
erating process that is crucial for consumers’ subsequent pro-
cessing and ad responses.

More precisely, consumers must detect resembling feature
structures, which are prevalent in the source of surplus mean-
ing (i.e., the incongruent ad element), and transfer them to the
target (i.e., the brand, product, or service). Gentner (1983) and
Gibbs (2000) suggest that not specific features of source and
target are critical for this associative connection, but the rela-
tional structures in the source must match the relational struc-
tures in the target. In other words, they must have similar
meaning structures, not just similar features. Although two
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objects may have many features in common, they might not
be metaphorically associated because their shared features are
not relevant (Gentner et al. 2001).

In the Red Bull example, the wings and the can might have
many similar features (e.g., size or color) that nevertheless are
irrelevant to their shared association of energy. However, the
relational structure of wings and the energy drink is crucial,
namely, in that both trigger an uplift, which in turn releases
energy. This assumption of structure-mapping theory
(Gentner 1983) is empirically supported by the finding
that relational processing (encoding information holisti-
cally) rather than item-wise processing (encoding
chunks of information individually) helps consumers un-
derstand incongruent metaphoric advertising messages
(Mohanty and Ratneshwar 2015).

Regarding the Red Bull advertising, the metaphor deviates
from reality, and is therefore incongruent with consumers’
expectations (i.e., Red Bull cannot fly, nor will the consumer
fly after consuming the energy drink). However, the two ad
elements are connected by an underlying abstract commonal-
ity, meaning they share certain feature structures (i.e., wings
lift up birds and Red Bull lifts up consumers by releasing
energy). This semantic relatedness of the two concepts (i.e.,
the equivalence between the two uplifts) enables the message
recipient to understand the intended ad meaning. Figure 2
illustrates our predictions for this metaphoric Red Bull ad.

In terms of processing effort and capacity invested by con-
sumers, the MAP adopts a dual process perspective (cf. Graf
and Landwehr 2015). We assume that the instantaneous per-
ception of (in)congruity and the initial feelings of disfluency
or fluency derive automatically and are the result of inciden-
tal, low-effort ad processing. However, the detection of under-
lying ad meaning in metaphoric ads requires that consumers
engage in effortful cognitive processing in a second step.
Thus, consumers can only resolve disfluency and experience
a positive aha insight if they engage in effortful cognitive
processing; otherwise, they fail to resolve disfluency and are
frustrated. In contrast, the processing of ordinary straightfor-
ward ads does not necessarily require cognitive effort to un-
derstand the ad’s message (ads for technologically sophisticat-
ed products might be an exception such that expert knowledge
and cognitive effort are required to understand the content of
the ad). However, should consumers become motivated to
engage in effortful cognitive processing of ordinary straight-
forward ads, they can become bored by the fact that no hidden
meaning can be discovered and that the ad does not challenge
their processing efforts.

Conclusions and suggestions for future research
implied by the MAP

In sum, the MAP argues that metaphoric advertising is char-
acterized by the instantaneous incongruity of visual ad
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elements. The consumer notes that the advertising deviates
from reality or from what s/he expects. This feeling of incon-
gruity manifests in disfluent ad processing. If consumers de-
tect the hidden conceptual relationship between ad elements,
they experience a sudden illumination (aha moment), which
increases processing fluency and positive responses to the ad.
However, if they do not detect the underlying ad meaning,
processing remains disfluent and consumers react negatively
toward the metaphoric ad. Furthermore, the MAP suggests
that straightforward advertising is characterized by a high con-
gruence between ad elements, which results in unsurprisingly
fluent processing and weak consumer responses. According to
our model and in line with former empirical and theoretical
findings (e.g., Gkiouzepas and Hogg 2011), we argue that
resolvable metaphoric advertising is generally preferred over
straightforward advertising.

In terms of future research on metaphoric advertising, the
MAP offers a conceptual framework for systematically exam-
ining the important research gaps identified in the literature
review and summarized in the outer-right column of Table 2.
Specifically, it suggests that the effects of metaphoric adver-
tising can be traced to the experience of processing fluency,
which suggests that established insights provided by the liter-
ature on processing fluency could be transferred to the study
of metaphoric advertising (for a review of common fluency
phenomena, see Graf et al. 2018). To demonstrate these re-
search opportunities, we highlight how the research gaps with-
in the five domains of research summarized in Table 2 could
be approached from a processing fluency perspective.

First, analyzing the complexity of metaphoric advertise-
ments could be enriched by considering processing fluency
as suggested by the MAP because the fluency literature sug-
gests a number of stimulus characteristics that influence pro-
cessing ease over and above metaphoric complexity such as
visual typicality, visual complexity, visual contrast/clarity, and
visual symmetry (e.g., Reber et al. 2004). Hence, it would be
very interesting to examine how these essential visual vari-
ables present in any visual ad interact with the determinants of
metaphoric complexity described by Phillips and McQuarrie
(2004) and by Gkiouzepas and Hogg (2011). Moreover, con-
sidering metaphoric complexity from a processing fluency
perspective may help refining the typologies of metaphorical
visual structures as proposed by Phillips and McQuarrie
(2004) and by Gkiouzepas and Hogg (2011). Such a refine-
ment would be based on the idea that the fit between concep-
tual elements is an important determinant of processing fluen-
cy (Graf et al. 2018).

Second, concerning deepened processing elicited by meta-
phoric advertising, the fluency perspective suggested by the
MAP makes the testable prediction that initial disfluency is a
necessary trigger of deepened processing. This proposition is
based on the finding that the mere experience of disfluent
processing elicits controlled and effortful cognitive processing

because it signals that the situation offers a potential for cog-
nitive enrichment and cannot be comprehended by automatic
processing alone (Graf and Landwehr 2015, 2017).
Furthermore, it can be predicted that the processing of meta-
phoric ads is difficult in the beginning but becomes easy once
the metaphoric riddle has been solved.

Third, concerning the question when metaphoric advertis-
ing increases appreciation, the MAP again makes testable pre-
dictions for the underlying mechanisms that may explain the
commonly observed inverted u-shape relationship between
metaphoric complexity and ad appreciation (e.g., van
Mulken et al. 2010, 2014). In particular, the pathways leading
to the three distinct outcomes of the MAP (see Fig. 1) exactly
specify the causal sequence of the processes that are presum-
ably responsible for producing an inverted u-shape pattern.
Testing the existence of these causal pathways by mediation
analyses or structural equation modelling remains an impor-
tant task for future research. Importantly, one key prediction of
the MAP is that disfluency reduction is the key psychological
mechanism that contributes to the effectiveness of metaphoric
advertising. Disfluency reduction has been proposed in the
field of aesthetic appreciation (Graf and Landwehr 2015)
and examined in studies on product design (Graf and
Landwehr 2017). However, it has not been empirically exam-
ined in the field of advertising. Moreover, although disfluency
reduction is by definition a dynamically changing construct, it
was only examined using static self-report measures. Thus, we
suggest examining disfluency reduction using dynamic mea-
sures of fluency (e.g., neurophysiological measures) in the
domain of metaphoric versus straightforward advertising.

Fourth, the MAP also offers new perspectives on why met-
aphoric advertising triggers specific inferences about brand
personality characteristics (Ang and Lim 2006) and why met-
aphoric advertising is able to trigger multiple cognitive infer-
ences simultaneously (McQuarrie and Philipps 2005; Zaltman
2016). In particular, considering the sudden increase in pro-
cessing fluency as the core mechanism involved in the pro-
cessing of metaphoric ads suggests that known inferential
consequences of the experience of fluency are also likely to
occur for metaphoric ads. More specifically, the fluency liter-
ature suggests that the experience of fluency triggers infer-
ences about truth (e.g., Reber and Schwarz 1999; Graf et al.
2018), trustworthiness (Sofer et al. 2015), safety (Dohle and
Siegrist 2014; Song and Schwarz 2009), and ordinariness
(Pocheptsova et al. 2010). For future research it would, thus,
be interesting to examine whether these specific inferences are
more likely to occur for metaphoric advertising than other
inferences not connected to processing fluency.

Fifth and finally, the different moderators of the effective-
ness of metaphoric advertising summarized in Table 2 (i.e.,
need for cognition, level of education, age, hemispheric pro-
cessing, and presence of an explanatory headline) can, accord-
ing to the MAP, all be understood as factors that modulate the
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fluency of processing a metaphoric ad. Thus, the MAP would
predict that fluency could constitute an overarching theoretical
concept to systematize the moderating conditions of meta-
phoric advertising. Thus, for future research it would be inter-
esting to examine whether these moderators influence the
amount of fluency experienced or the link between fluency
and appreciation. Moreover, the quest for additional modera-
tors by future research could be based on other known mod-
erators of processing fluency such as exposure (Landwehr
et al. 2013) or expertise (Reber et al. 2004).

General discussion

In this article, we presented a literature review on metaphoric
and straightforward advertising and articulated important re-
search gaps. Based on this overview, we propose the
Metaphoric Advertising Processing Model (MAP)—a novel
conceptual perspective on metaphoric and straightforward ad-
vertising. The MAP extends former models such as the
Remote Conveyor Model (Rossiter and Bellman 2005;
Rossiter and Percy 1997) by integrating concepts from sche-
ma congruity theory, processing fluency theory, and structure-
mapping theory to achieve a process-oriented understanding
of metaphoric advertising. Thereby, the MAP offers the fol-
lowing three main contributions to the literature:

i. It juxtaposes metaphoric and straightforward advertising
from a consumer’s perspective. In accordance with the
literature, we define metaphoric advertising as a complex,
figurative, and indirect way of communication. A meta-
phor infuses an ad with surplus meaning, which unfolds
through resolving the incongruence between visual ad el-
ements. In contrast, straightforward advertising communi-
cates in an illustrative and descriptive manner. The visual
ad elements are congruent and do not contain additional
hidden layers of meaning.

ii. Based on this definition, our framework distinguishes be-
tween distinct paths of consumer processing. We propose
that different degrees of incongruity between ad elements
produce different degrees of processing fluency. We sug-
gest that metaphoric advertising is initially processed less

fluently than straightforward advertising. If consumers
can detect the surplus meaning of a metaphoric ad, they
can successfully reduce feelings of disfluency. More pre-
cisely, we suggest that a sudden change in processing
fluency (i.e., abrupt disfluency reduction) caused by an
aha insight triggers ad appreciation and liking.

iii. We emphasize that the positive outcomes of metaphoric
advertising, triggered by a moderate level of incongruity,
disfluency reduction, and the aha moment, occur only if
the consumer detects the underlying meaning of the ad-
vertising message. This hidden meaning can be
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uncovered by conceptually relating the visual ad ele-
ments or by applying conventional knowledge.
However, if the consumer fails to uncover the underlying
meaning, metaphoric advertising may be frustrating and
produces negative effects.

In addition to the development of the MAP, the current
article also offers a comprehensive review of the current liter-
ature on metaphoric advertising and identifies nine important
research gaps that are summarized in Table 2. Importantly, the
psychological processes proposed by the MAP make specific,
testable predictions for future research in order to close these
gaps. Accordingly, an empirical examination of these predic-
tions would substantially improve our understanding of met-
aphoric advertising.

Potential links to other research domains

Beyond the concrete implications for future research on met-
aphoric advertising, the predictions made by the MAP could
also be extended to research areas not yet connected to the
field of metaphoric advertising. In the present section, we
outline three exemplary fields of research that could benefit
from considering the insights described in the present article to
achieve an improved understanding of their respective object
of knowledge.

First, an influential model for studying the effect of adver-
tising is evaluative conditioning (EC). A recent meta-analysis
of this field (Hofmann et al. 2010) suggests that EC effects
tend to be stronger when consumers become aware of the
contingent pairing of conditioned stimulus (i.e., the product
or the brand in an advertisement) and unconditioned stimulus
(i.e., a highly emotional stimulus in an advertisement) because
of effortful processing. Moreover, the experience of fluency
caused by conditioning has been shown to enhance positive
EC effects (Landwehr et al. 2017). Since metaphoric advertis-
ing increases processing efforts and triggers a sudden increase
in processing fluency, the current literature on EC would sug-
gest that using metaphoric ads in studies on EC should pro-
duce especially strong EC effects. Hence, we suggest to ex-
amine whether metaphoric stimuli are indeed an important
moderator for EC effects that should be considered by re-
search on EC phenomena.

Second, an important theoretical framework for an im-
proved understanding of consumers’ product evaluation and
choice is the Construal Level-Theory of Psychological
Distance (Trope and Liberman 2010). Because of the in-
creased usage of computers and the Internet, marketplace be-
haviors change and products are increasingly digitalized—and
thus intangible. We purchase books online rather than in book-
shops; we listen to digital music files rather than vinyl records;
we store photos on our tablets rather than printing them.
Because such intangible products are remote from consumers’
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direct experience, they are processed on a high construal level
and consumers’ mental representation is abstract. Recent re-
search applying construal level-theory to consumers’ choice
confidence has shown that confidence can be increased when
construal level is low (i.e., concrete) and consumers experi-
ence processing fluency (Tsai and McGill 2011). Because pri-
or research on metaphoric advertising suggests that metaphors
make abstract concepts more concrete (Burgers et al. 2015)
and the MAP suggests that resolving the puzzle of metaphoric
advertising triggers fluency, there seems to be an interesting
link between these streams of research. Hence, studying the
effects of metaphoric advertising from a construal level per-
spective could enrich the corresponding literature. In addition,
empirically investigating whether metaphoric advertising is in
general more suitable for intangible product characteristics or
services would also provide important insights for this related
field of research.

Third, in order to improve consumers’ decision making
with respect to long term goals such as health and well-being,
recent research emphasizes the importance of consumers’
skills and competencies to make better decisions, which has
been called boosting (Hertwig and Griine-Yanoft 2017). An
essential aspect of boosting is that consumers fully understand
why and how they can improve their consumption behavior.
Because the MAP predicts that metaphoric advertising is able
to trigger aha insights, it could be a beneficial instrument for
public policy makers to increase consumers’ understanding of
the need for behavioral change and consumers’ confidence in
their ability to learn new behavioral patterns. Hence, examin-
ing consumers’ empowerment by means of boosting could
directly benefit from considering the proposed mechanisms
underlying the processing of metaphoric advertising.

Implications

Our paper aims to supply researchers and practitioners with a
structured overview of metaphors in advertising and to pro-
vide guidance for designing successful metaphoric advertising
campaigns. One field of application that may become partic-
ularly relevant to metaphoric advertising is the rapidly evolv-
ing area of individualized online advertising. Online advertis-
ing allows advertisers to customize their advertisements for
individual consumers. The implications of this opportunity
for metaphoric advertising are twofold. First, the advertiser
can adjust the difficulty of resolving the incongruity between
the visual ad elements for different groups of consumers such
that a maximum number of consumers will experience an aha
moment that improves their attitude toward the ad. Second, if
individualized metaphoric ad elements are used, the fit be-
tween the metaphoric message and the desired self-concepts
of the consumers can be increased such that the symbolic
associations triggered by the metaphoric ad can help

consumers to express their selves and their identities (see
Belk 1988; Levy 1959).

Another important implication of our metaphoric advertis-
ing framework concerns the measurement of advertising ef-
fectiveness. Current efforts to quantify the success of adver-
tising typically focus on quantitative input factors (e.g., adver-
tising expenses). By highlighting the importance of metaphor-
ic advertising, we emphasize that qualitative aspects (e.g.,
advertising content) are crucial for a more comprehensive un-
derstanding of advertising effectiveness.

In sum, we hope that the MAP provides a helpful concep-
tual “map” that guides researchers and practitioners through
the rich existing literature on metaphoric advertising.
Moreover, we hope that the MAP points to important undis-
covered territories in the realm of metaphoric advertising that
will eventually inspire researchers to find promising avenues
for future research.
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