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NEGATIVE EFFECTS OF BRAND FAMILIARITY AND
BRAND RELEVANCE ON EFFECTIVENESS OF
VIRAL ADVERTISEMENTS
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We investigated the impact of brand famiharity and brand relevance on forwarding of viral
advertisements, which 1s an issue that has rarely been addressed before. An experiment and
a field study with 3,749 participants were conducted to test the research hypotheses. Results
revealed that in the context of viral advertising, brand familiarity and brand relevance act
as negative factors for forwarding, and only under the condition of low brand familiarity
and low brand relevance are people more willing to forward viral advertisements, These
results are different from those in the traditional advertising literature, in which it is held that
brand famiharity and brand relevance will generate positive effects on the effectiveness of
advertisements. Theoretical and managerial implications are also discussed.
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Viral advertisements, which appear predominantly on the Internet, consist
of two components—interesting content and embedded brand information—
and peer-to-peer forwarding 1s used as an important indicator to evaluate the
cffectiveness of these advertisements (Berger & Milkman, 2012). Therefore, most
rescarchers have paid attention to content, shown by pretest to be interesting,
because it can generate peer-to-peer forwarding (Batinic & Appel, 2013).
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However, researchers have recently posited that embedded brand information
may also impact the effectiveness of viral advertisements (Huang, Su, Zhou, &
Liu, 2013), yet this possible influence has rarely been discussed. In this study,
we analyzed the effects of two variables related to embedded brand information
on viral advertisement forwarding, namely brand familiarity and brand relevance.
Brand familiarity reflects consumer’s experience and knowledge of a brand (Alba
& Hutchinson, 1987), whereas brand relevance acts as a cognitive relationship
between interesting content and embedded brand information (Sanbonmatsu,
Shavitt, & Sherman, 1991).

In past studies, it has been shown that brand familiarity and brand relevance
create a positive effect on traditional advertising (Campbell & Keller, 2003).
However, with viral advertising there is the need to consider peer-to-peer
forwarding, which is not significant in traditional advertising. Thus, we posited
that the impact of brand familiarity and brand relevance on viral advertising
may be vastly different from that of traditional advertising. Our purpose in this
study was to test the effects of brand familiarity and brand relevance on viral
advertisement forwarding, and thereby address the influence of embedded brand
information on the effectiveness of viral advertisements.

Literature Review

We used the elaboration likelihood model (ELM) to explain the effects of brand
familiarity and brand relevance (White & Harkins, 1994). The ELM proposes
two major routes to persuasion: the central route and the peripheral route. Under
the central route, the level of information involvement is high, and people will
have a great amount of cognition about information. On the other hand, under the
peripheral route, the level of information involvement is low, and people process
information only based on positive or negative cues.

In terms of viral advertisements, people are more likely to interact by sharing
entertaining content rather than by communicating product information or making
purchase recommendations (Rimé, Finkenauer, Luminet, Zech, & Philippot,
1998). As such, if the content is apparently advertising oriented, forwarding it
will cause the receivers to question the motives of the sender, and as a result
the effectiveness of the advertising message will be lost (Huang et al., 2013).
Therefore, when a viral advertisement looks like an advertisement, people’s
forwarding desire will decrease. According to the ELM (White & Harkins, 1994),
people highly involved with embedded brand information of viral advertisements
tend to process the information in an elaborate manner, can recognize the char-
acteristics of brand information with relative ease, and consequently they are
less likely to forward it. Therefore, people are more willing to forward viral
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advertisements when they have high involvement with interesting content and
low involvement with brand information (Huang et al., 2013).

The Effect of Brand Familiarity

Brand familiarity reflects the extent of a consumer’s direct and indirect
experience with a brand; high brand familiarity represents a high level of
knowledge about the brand that a consumer has stored in their memory (Alba &
Hutchinson, 1987; Campbell & Keller, 2003). When consumers see a familiar
brand, their associative network of knowledge is activated, making it easier for
them to retrieve relevant information about the brand from their memories (Peter
& Olson, 1987). Redker and Gibson (2009) found that brand familiarity may
lead to relatively weak ad-evoked affect, which refers to the negative or positive
feelings evoked by an advertisement and often affecting dependent variables,
such as attitude toward an advertisement, brand attitude, and intention (Brown,
Homer, & Inman, 1998). However, brand familiarity can bring about better recall
of new information in a competitive-interference environment (Kent & Allen,
1994), and exert a positive effect on repetition effectiveness (Campbell & Keller,
2003). With a high level of brand familiarity, consumers can better organize
existing information to create a schema of higher knowledge structure about
a brand, and are more likely to pay attention to and, thus, enter a state of high
involvement with brand information (Campbell & Keller, 2003).

However, in the context of viral advertising, brand familiarity does not always
produce the same positive impact, because forwarding interesting content rather
than processing brand information is key to the success of viral advertising.
When brand familiarity activates consumers’ brand cognition, their brand
information processing will be enhanced, viral advertisements will more closely
resemble real advertisements, and as a result consumers’ desire to forward them
will decrease (Huang et al., 2013). Hence, we proposed the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 1: Brand familiarity will have a significantly negative impact on viral
advertisement forwarding.

The Effect of Brand Relevance

Brand relevance refers to people’s awareness of the relevance between
two stimuli where a high level of awareness enhances their cognitive process
(Sanbonmatsu et al., 1991). As interesting content and embedded brand
information are two key components of viral advertising, in this study brand
relevance refers to the recognition of the relationship between them. Brand
relevance 1s a key variable in measuring advertising effect, and has a positive
impact on attitude toward the advertisement (Sanbonmatsu et al., 1991). There
is existing empirical evidence that relevant information can be more effortlessly
recognized and learned, because it is encoded and easily linked within consumers’
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associative networks (Coronges, Stacy, & Valente, 2007). Previous researchers
have revealed that relevant stimuli can promote more learning and memory
(Garretson & Burton, 2005), as these stimuli make 1t easier for consumers to
encode and integrate brand-related information.

In the context of viral advertising, people process brand information through
peripheral routes (Huang et al., 2013). When interesting content and embedded
brand information arc relevant to cach other, this relevance will highlight
brand association and become a peripheral cue to recognizing the advertised
brand (Garretson & Burton, 2005). Such relevance causes people to recognize
embedded brand information more easily and, thus, reduces their desire to
forward the advertisement (Huang et al., 2013). Hence. we proposed the
following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Brand relevance will have a significantly negative impact on viral
advertisement forwarding.

The Interaction Between Brand Familiarity and Brand Relevance

Scholars have found that there 1s an interaction effect between brand
familianty and brand relevance. For instance, Shimp, Stuart, and Engle (1991)
demonstrated that in the case of high relevance, conditioning stimulus promotes
positive attitudes toward a familiar brand. In the environment of viral advertising,
when the embedded brand is familiar to consumers, they will process brand
information regardless of the level of brand relevance, which will reduce their
likelihood of forwarding. Similarly, when consumers realize that the content
and brand are related, they view the presentation of information as advertising
regardless of their familiarity with the brand, which will also lower their
forwarding desire. Therefore. in the case of low brand familiarity and high brand
relevance, consumers will treat brand information as a peripheral cue, which will
enhance their learning and memory of the brand (Garretson & Burton, 2005). On
the other hand, 1n the case of high brand famihiarity and low brand relevance, the
consumer’s associative network of brand knowledge will be activated (Peter &
Olson, 1987). Hence, we proposed the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 3: People will be willing to forward viral advertisements only in the
case of low brand familiarity and low brand relevance.

Study 1

Method

Procedure. We adopted a 2 (low/high brand famihanty) x 2 (low/high
relevance) research design for Study 1. Before the experiment, a pretest was
conducted to select brands and pictures. In selecting the brands, we used Baidu’s
Online Ranking Index, based on a number of searches to pick the top five brands
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as familiar brands, and then searched on the Internet for five brands unfamiliar
to consumers, determined by their low ranking. We then asked the participants
to evaluate the famiharity of the 10 brands, and eventually picked Coca-Cola as
the brand most familiar and PayEasy as the least familiar to consumers. Then we
selected 10 pictures with the most hits from the Chinese picture website, www.,
quanjing.com, and asked those college students to rate their forwarding intention
regarding those pictures. One picture with the highest rating was chosen for the
study. Finally, we embedded the two brand logos separately into the picture for
use as viral advertisements in our experiment.

We adopted a random between-groups design for the experiment. On the first
page of the questionnaire, participants were instructed to view the advertisement
and answer to what extent they liked it and how willing they were to forward
it. After the first page was collected, the second page was distributed. At the
beginning of the second page, we listed four brands (among which only one
appeared in the advertisement on the first page) and asked the participants to
identify the one they had seen in the advertisement. Following their selection of
a brand, we asked them about their attentiveness to the brand when viewing the
advertisement, and then tested their familiarity with all four brands.

Participants. We recruited participants during the pretest for the purpose of
obtaming their evaluation in choosing experimental brands and pictures. For this,
we included 33 college students aged from 18 to 26 years (M =22.27, SD = 2.38)
from a major university in Beijing, China. During formal experiments, we also
recruited 122 (62 men and 60 women) student participants from this university,
aged between 18 to 31 years (M = 23.06, 5§D = 2.84). Recruitment was conducted
by advertisement through the student union.

Measures. Relevance was controlled using the priming technique (Fenigstein
& Levine, 1984). At the beginning of the questionnaire, some participants were
informed of the relevance of certain information contained in the pictures, thus
forming the high relevance group. Participants who were not briefed about
the relevance formed the low relevance group. At the end of the experiment,
participants were told to evaluate brand familiarity and brand relevance (Kattner,
Ellermeier, & Tavakoli, 2012; Stahl & Unkelbach, 2009).

Forwarding intention, attitudes toward advertisement, and brand famihiarnty
were all measured using 7-point Likert scales ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). We used how willing they were to forward the
advertisement to measure forwarding intention, to what extent they liked the
advertisement to measure attitudes toward the advertisement, and whether or not
they were famihiar with the brand to measure brand famiharity.

Results
The control test results show that there was a significant difference between
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participants’ familiarity with the brands (Mo, co, = 5.28, M = 4.20, F(1,
115) = 18.08, p < .01), indicating that the control was effective. Control test
results for brand relevance showed the rate of identification at 35.6% for the
low relevance group and 60.3% for the high relevance group, and there was a
significant difference between the two groups (3* = 7.18, p < .01).

Regarding the effect of brand familiarity, a two-way analysis of varance
revealed a significant difference in attitude toward the advertisement between
that of familiar brands and that of unfamiliar brands. Attitude toward the
advertisement in the case of high famihanty (M = 4.67, SD = 1.08) was
significantly lower than that in the case of low famihanty (M =5.13, 5D = 1.14),
F(1, 115) = 5.17, p = .03. On the other hand, forwarding intention in the high
famiharity group (M = 3.81, SD = 1.46) was significantly lower than in the low
familiarity group (M = 4.70, §D = 1.43), F(1, 115) = 23.31, p < .0l.

We also analyzed the effect of brand relevance. Attitude toward the advertisement
in the high relevance group (M = 4.57, D = 1.17) was significantly lower than
in the low relevance group (M = 5.24, SD = 0.99), F(1, 115) = 11.14, p < .01.
Besides, forwarding intention in the high relevance group (M = 3.61, SD = 1.21)
was significantly lower than in the low relevance group (M = 4.90, §D = 1.51),
F(1, 115)=25.533, p < 01 (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. The effects of brand familiarity and brand relevance on forwarding intention.
Note. BR = brand relevance.

We also investigated the interaction effect between brand familiarity and brand
relevance. In terms of attitude toward the advertisement, there was no significant
difference between the low familiarity x high relevance group (M = 4.63,
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SD = 1.19), the high familiarity x low relevance group (M = 4.83 SD = 0.97), or
the high familiarity x high relevance group (M = 3.57, SD = 1.35), F(2, 84) =
.63, p = .54. However, attitude toward the advertisement in the low familiarity
X low relevance group (M = 5.63, SD = 0.85) was significantly higher than
in the low familiarity X high relevance group, F(1, 58) = 14.05, p < .01, the
high familianty x low relevance group, F(1, 57) = 11.58, p < .01, and the high
familiarity x high relevance group, F(1, 56) = 17.97, p < .01. Brand familiarity
X brand relevance had no significant interaction effect on attitude toward the
advertisement, F(1, 116) = 2.99, p = .09. As far as forwarding intention was
concerned, there was no significant difference between the low familiarity x
high relevance group (M = 3.67, SD = 1.09), the high familiarity x low relevance
group (M = 4.03, §D = 1.55), and the high familiarity x high relevance group
(M = 3.57, SD = 1.35), F(2, 84) = .96, p = .39. However, forwarding intention
in the low familiarity x low relevance group (M = 5.73, SD = 0.87) was
significantly higher than in the low familiarity x high relevance group, F(1, 58)
= 65.75, p < .01, the high familiarity x low relevance group, F(1, 57) = 27.31,
p < .01, and the high familiarity x high relevance group F(1, 56) = 53.60, p < .01
(see Figure 1). Brand familiarity x brand relevance had a significant interaction
effect on forwarding intention, F(1, 116) = 12.32, p < .01. Our analysis shows
that both attitude toward the advertisement and forwarding intention in the low
familiarity x low relevance group was significantly higher than in other groups.

In Study I, we conducted an experiment to test the hypotheses. In order to
increase the external validity of the research results, we further conducted a field
study, namely Study 2, to test the hypotheses.

Study 2

Method

Procedure. We selected viral video advertisements from YouKu, the largest
video-sharing site in China, which claims a market share of 50%. We filtered
out the following advertisements in our selection: those with unclear images,
those dubbed in foreign languages, those without brand information, those with
television station logos, those with the majority of the content related to brand
information without interesting content, or those with advertisements that were
over 5 minutes in duration. We then ranked our selections based on the number
of weekly hits and picked 120 for our study, with the brands covering 11 product
categories, such as clothing accessories, digital technology, food and drinks, and
automotive and household goods. We obtained our data via surveys, and for each
viral advertisement we surveyed at least 30 participants. During the process of
data collection, we adopted the technology of a local market research firm that
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linked the questionnaire to the video clip, and the link was sent to participants
by email.

Participants. All participants were college students, who are considered a
population that actively forwards viral advertisements (Huang et al., 2013). We
selected 120 students from four colleges in Beijing, China, and each student
watched one video. After they viewed the video and completed the questionnaire,
we asked participants to forward the link to their friends, who were also asked to
continue forwarding the link to their own friends. Thus, participants first viewed
the video and then answered the questions on the questionnaire. We obtained
3,749 samples, and there were 3540 respondents for cach video. All participants
were aged under 30 years, and 93.1% of them were aged between 20 and 26 years
(M =24.65, 5D = 3.30). Among them, 58.2% were men and 41.8% were women.

Measures. For measurement purposes, we used single items that have been
found n prior research to meet validity requirements (Bergkvist & Rossiter,
2007). Data for cach video came from the mean values of the items in the
questionnaire. All items were measured using 7-point Likert scales ranging from
| (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), and were as follows: (1) attitude
(Huang et al., 2013), with items such as whether or not participants like the
video and whether or not they are willing to forward it; (2) content evaluation
(Rim¢ et al., 1998), measuring whether or not participants find the content
interesting; (3) brand familiarity (Lane & Jacobson, 1995), asking whether or not
participants are familiar with the brand embedded in the video; (4) contingency
or relevance (Sanbonmatsu et al., 1991) asking whether or not participants are
aware of the relationship between the video content and brand information; and
(3) motivations for forwarding (Ho & Dempsey, 2010). The motivations for
forwarding include three items: control (“Forwarding the video would improve
the recerver’s impression of me™), inclusion (“Forwarding the video could make
other people accept me™), and affection (“Forwarding the video could let others
know I care about their feelings™).

Results

As our analyses demonstrate (see Table 1), what affected the forwarding of a
viral advertisement included attitude toward viral advertisement, content, brand
familiarity, and brand relevance, with an R’ of .72. indicating that those variables
explain 72% of the variance in forwarding intention. Among them, content had
the largest impact on forwarding; its inclusion in the regression equation increased
the R* by .35. Attitude toward viral advertisements had the second largest impact;
its inclusion increased the R* by .19. Of the motivation items, only control had
a significant impact on forwarding, and 1ts impact coefficient was negative.
Inclusion and affection did not have a significant impact on forwarding.
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Brand familiarity and brand relevance had a significant negative impact
on forwarding intention. Meanwhile, the coefficient of the impact of brand
familianty X brand relevance on forwarding intention was significant, indicating
a significant interaction effect. The result is consistent with that of Study 1.

Table 1. Factors That Affect Viral Advertisement Forwarding

1 2 3 4 5 6
Brand familiarity <27 BT LSO -] 22 LTS IR
(.08) (.08) (.50) (.39) .30y (.30)
Brand relevance - ot U L -487F - 42%
(.12) (.37) (.29) (.22)  (.23)
Brand familiarity x brand relevance - - 1.677F  1.30™ 847 B4™
(09)  (07)  (06) (.06)
Content - - - B617 3177 287
(06)  (.06)
Attitudes - - - - AT ST
(.08)  (.09)
Control = — s — =t - 23"
(.16)
Inclusion — ~ - - — d7
(.17}
Affection - — - - — 02
(.13)
R? A8 A e A7 52 <1 g2
F 9.55 3.64 7.93 30.52 56.93  36.23
Note. " p < .01,™ p <.05, " p < .001.
Discussion

Theoretical Implications

Prior researchers of viral advertising have largely focused on the role of
interesting content (Berger & Milkman, 2012), without giving sufficient attention
to the impact of the embedded brand. Given this gap in the literature, our purpose
was to investigate the effects of embedded brand information on attitude toward
viral advertisements and forwarding intention.

Findings from our studies reveal that brand familiarity had a significantly
negative impact on forwarding intention. According to the ELM, when people
are familhiar with a brand they are more likely to retrieve relevant information
from their memories (Peter & Olson, 1987), and consequently are more likely to
process brand information, which will lead to audience awareness of the content
as a form of advertisement and subsequently less desire to forward it.
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Garretson and Burton (20035) researched brand relevance and obtained similar
findings. Our results show that brand relevance had a significantly negative
impact on forwarding intention. As people are in a state of high mvolvement
when processing interesting content embedded into viral advertisements, they
associate interesting content with brand information when brand relevance 1s at
a high level. At this point, people process embedded brand information while
processing interesting content, which makes it easier for them to recognize such
content as an advertisement, resulting in a negative impact on their attitude
toward the advertisement as well as their forwarding intention (Huang et al.,
2013).

Findings from our two experimental studies also show that brand famiharity
and brand relevance had significant interaction effects on the intention to forward
viral advertisements. Only under the condition of low brand familiarity and low
brand relevance were people more willing to forward viral advertisements. If
cither brand familiarity or brand relevance 1s at a relatively high level, people’s
forwarding intentions will be negatively affected.

Findings from this study on the effects of brand familiarity and brand
relevance are different from those obtained by previous researchers of traditional
advertising. These previous researchers have shown that brand familiarity brings
about positive advertising cffects (Campbell & Keller, 2003). However, we
have shown that brand famiharity exerts significantly negative effects in the
context of viral advertising, Similarly, rescarchers of traditional advertising have
shown that brand relevance can enhance learning and memory (Keller, Heckler,
& Houston, 1998), and, consequently, brand relevance can generate positive
advertising cffects. Nevertheless, we have shown that high brand relevance
leads to significantly negative effects on attitude toward advertisements and
forwarding intention in the context of wviral advertising. The difference in
rescarch findings stems from different angles of evaluating advertising effects.
For traditional advertising, the key to advertising effectiveness comes from
cnhanced processing and memory of brand information, but in the case of viral
advertising the key is people’s forwarding of the advertisement. Therefore,
embedded brand imformation should be in a state of low involvement in the
context of viral advertising.

Managerial Implications

Our findings have strong managerial implications. As our results show, brand
familiarity has a negative impact on the forwarding of viral advertisements.
Therefore, for brands with which consumers are familiar, viral advertising
campaigns will not lead to a desirable viral effect. Therefore, it is important for
companies to be mindful of consumers’ familiarity with and recognition of their
brands before launching viral advertising campaigns; advertisers of well-known
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brands should keep in mind the potential negative responses from consumers. On
the other hand, as brand relevance has a negative impact on viral advertisements,
companies should avoid evoking consumers’ awareness of the relevance between
interesting content and brand information when designing viral advertisements.
Rather, they should attempt to lead consumers’ attention away from brand
information when exhibiting interesting content.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

There are also some limitations to note. First, we used a student sample 1n
both studies, which cannot represent the general population. Future researchers
need to obtain a more representative sample in order to obtain external validity
for the conclusions of the study. Second, we only looked at brand familiarity and
brand relevance, but there are other variables that might significantly impact on
viral advertisements, such as product differentiation and communication media.
Those variables need to be explored further in future studies. Third, stimuli for
our experiments all came from the Internet; they did not cover all categories of
online viral content, and many types of content, such as those appealing to sex
and violence, are banned in China. Therefore, our measurements do not represent
all types of viral advertisements. Future rescarchers need to include other types
of viral advertisements to increase this study’s external validity.
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