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EVALUATING THE IMPACT OF ADVERTISEMENT
CHARACTERISTICS ON RECALL DURING THE SUPER
BOWL: A TWO YEAR COMPARISON
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This study investigates the effects of length, frequency, and type of product (product vs service and dot-com
vs. non-dot-com) on advertising recall. Subjects were surveyed the day after Super Bowl XXXIV and Super
Bowl XXXVI to determine recall of brand and ad messages shown during the game. The results indicate that
length and frequency positively and significantly influence brand as well as message recall. The results also
show that non-dot-com and product ads significantly outperformed dot-com and service ads in recall of
brand and ad messages.

INTRODUCTION

Given the increasingly costly and crowded television
format, prudent marketers need to better understand
factors that may influence the effectiveness of their
advertising expenditures. In this study, we replicate
Newell and Henderson’s (1998) study by investigating
whether the length and frequency of advertisements
affect recall. In addition, we check whether the type
of ad (product vs. service; dot-com vs. non dot-com)
plays a role in recall of advertisements presented
during the Super Bowl. To strengthen the reliability
of the study, the results from two years, Super Bowl
XXXIV (2000) and Super Bowl XXXVI (2002) are
presented and compared.

BRIEF OVERVIEW OF PAST RESEARCH

Advertisers are concerned with how to deliver their
messages most cffectively to consumers in an
increasingly cluttered television medium.
Consequently, the effects of frequency, length and type
of ad on recall has elicited a number of studies. The
following is a brief overview of this research.
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Frequency

When viewers are more frequently exposed to an
advertisement, they can be expected to have more
time to think and elaborate about the message
(Cacioppo and Petty 1979), which helps consumers
to learn and retain information contained within the
message better (Ephron 1995; Gorn and Goldberg
1980; Homik 1989; Sawyer 1981; Singh and
Rothschild 1983). Additionally, D’Sousa and Rao
(1995) found that increased ad repetition led to
greater brand and top of mind awareness. Newell
and Henderson (1998), using a field study, stated that
the frequency of ads for a brand has a significant
and positive impact on recall. More recently, Maley,
Hunt and Parr (2000) found that frequently repeated
words resulted in proportionately greater recall.

Furthermore, as the number of exposures to an
advertisement increases the persuasive impact of the
message improves (Craig, Sternthal, and Leavitt
1976), understanding of complex promotional
messages i1s enhanced (Anand and Sternthal 1990),
and favorable attitudes toward an existing product
(Winter 1973) or a new brand (Ginter 1974)
increase.

Overall, past research suggests a significant and

positive relationship between the number of times a
viewer is exposed to advertisements of the same
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brand and the recall of that brand. Thus, it is
hypothesized that:

H,: The frequency of advertisements for a
brand during the Super Bowl will have a
significant positive effect on recall of the
brand.

Length

A number of researchers have studied the effects of
the length of an advertisement on commercial recall.
Specifically, many of these researchers suggest a
relationship between the length of the promotional
message and the ability of viewers to learn information
contained in the advertisement. Longer messages
enable advertisers to repeat information (e.g., brand
names, arguments) more often and viewers have more
time to process this information (Singh and Cole
1993). Past research indicates that longer
commercials tend to result in greater recollection of
information contained in advertisements (McMains
2000; Fabian 1986; Mord and Gilson 1985; Singh and
Rothschild 1983) and greater recall of brand names of
products (Singh and Cole 1993). A recent study finds
subjects recall brand names significantly better with
emotionally-based 30-second commercials than with
15-second commercials; although no difference in
recall is found between 15-second and 30-second
informationally-based commercials (Singh and Cole
1993).  Other studies suggest that 30-second
commercials are more effective in general than 15-
second advertisements (Mord and Gilson 1985, Patzer
1991; Newell and Henderson 1998).

Overall, the literature seems to suggest that the more
time viewers have to process information within the
advertisement, the more familiar they become with the
product and other information contained in the
advertisement. Thus, it is hypothesized that:

H,,: The length of a promotional message
significantly and positively affects
brand recall.
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H,,: The length of a promotional message
significantly and positively affects
advertisement message recall.

Product vs. Service Ads

As a way to enhance retention, Engel, Blackwell and
Miniard (1995) suggested that information can be
stored in both semantic and visual forms. Information
stored in both forms essentially doubles the pathways
that can be traveled within memory for retrieving the
information, relative to storage in only one form.
More pathways leads to better retention because if
one way is blocked, there is another way to the same
destination. Research (Butter 1970) also shows that
concrete words enhance incidental learning.
Maclnnis and Price (1987) assert that memory was
greatest for pictures, next for concrete words, and the
least for abstract words. Since services are
intangible and abstract as opposed to products which
have concrete physical entity, service brand names
will most likely be encoded using semantic coding,
while product brand names will most likely be
encoded in two forms semantic as well as imagery.
For example, Dell elicits both the word “Dell” as
well as the physical image of a computer, while
Anderson Consulting only provokes an abstract idea
of giving advice. As a result, service brands can be
expected to have lower level of retention than that of
product brands. Thus, it is hypothesized that:

Those brands that are of service
companies in nature will be recalled
significantly less than those of product
companies.

H,,:

: Those advertisements (messages) that are
of service companies will be recalled
significantly less than those of product
companies.

Similarly, since most dot-com companies are service
in nature, such as Monster.com, E*trade.com, and
WebMD, it can be expected that the recall for dot- .
com companies will be less than that of non-dot-com
companies. Thus, it is also hypothesized that:
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H,,: Those brands that are of dot-com
companies will be recalled significantly
less than those of non-dot-com companies.

Those advertisements (message) that are of
dot-com companies will be recalled
significantly less than those of non-dot-com
companies.

Hy,:

METHOD

Given the lack of control of extraneous variables in
field studies, it is important to replicate field studies to
lessen the possibility that the same uncontrollable
extraneous variables will skew the results. Thus, data
from two Super Bowls were used. Since student
samples were used in Newell and Henderson’s (1998)
study, it was appropriate that the same type of
population was used for a replication. Respondents
consisted of students located at a medium size
university in the Midwest. The subjects were not
forewarned of the study to ensure that their viewing
and memories of the telecast advertising were
unbiased.

Questionnaire

For both studies, respondents were asked to provide
the name of the brand and a description of the
advertisement(s). Thus, their unaided recall scores
represent the number of brands and messages of the
commercials accurately recalled from the nationally
broadcast advertisements. In addition, respondents
provided the approximate percentage of the game they
watched and the specific quarters in which they
viewed at least some of the game. The survey also
contained questions gathering general demographic
information, viewing habits, team preferences, and
general feeling states of respondents during the game.

Samples
Questionnaires were administered the day after the
Super Bowl XXXIV to over 360 respondents of which

353 surveys were useable and 303 (85.8 percent)
watched at least some of the game. The hypotheses

Marketing Management Journal, Fall 2003

Wu and Newell

were tested using subjects who viewed the entire
game (n=203).

Similarly, questionnaires were administered the day
after the Super Bowl XXXVI to over 310
respondents of which 304 surveys were deemed
useable and which 272 (89.5 percent) watched at
least some of the game. Again, the hypotheses were
tested employing subjects who reported that they
watched all of the game (n=178).

RESULTS
General Demographics

Of those who stayed and watched the entire game,
only 26 percent were women and 74 percent were
men in the first study. For the second study those
who saw the entire contest 28.1 percent were women
and 71.9 percent were men. The respondents had an
average age of 21.2 years (first study) and 21.1 years
(second study).

In study one (January 2000), beginning with the
opening kickoff in the first quarter and ending at the
final gun of the fourth quarter, there were 56
commercials shown, not counting local and half-time
commercials.  Subjects accurately recalled an
average of 2.77 brand names and 3.11 messages. In
study two (January 2002), there were 58
commercials shown with an average of 3.24 brand
names and 3.25 messages being recalled.

Hypothesis 1

Hypothesis 1 states that the frequency of
advertisements for a brand during the Super Bowl
will have a significant positive effect on recall of the
brand. In the first study, eight of the 39 national
brands were promoted multiple times using different
advertisements. Consequently, to determine whether
frequency affects viewer recall, the percentage of
brands recalled, instead of the raw number of brands
recalled, was used as dependent variable to reflect the
differential number of brands using single vs.
multiple ads. Furthermore, since viewers watched
both single and multiple commercials for brands, a
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paired-t test was conducted to test the percent of recall
of those brands promoted with only one commercial
against those represented by multiple commercials.
The mean percentage of brand recall with multiple
commercials (13.2 percent) is significantly higher
(p<.00) than the single commercial condition (5.1
percent).

In the second study, thirteen of the 34 national brands
were promoted multiple times using different
advertisements. The mean percentage of brand recall
with multiple commercials (22.8 percent) is
significantly higher (p<.00) than the single commercial
condition (1.42 percent). Thus, Hypothesis 1 is
confirmed by both studies.

Hypothesis 2

Hypothesis 2 posits that the length of a promotional
message significantly and positively affects brand (2a)
and message recall (2b). To test this hypothesis,
commercials were grouped by total length of
broadcast message exposure. In the first study, there
were three 10 seconds ads, forty- six 30 second ads,
and seven 60 second ads. Again, the percentage of
recall was used as a dependent variable, and paired-t
tests were conducted to compare the recall of
brands/messages of different length ads. The mean
percentage of brand recall for 10 seconds, 30 seconds,
and 60 seconds were .3 percent, 3.4 percent and 16.8
percent respectively. Similarly, the mean percentage
of message recall was .3 percent, 3.7 percent and 20
percent, respectively. There were significant
differences, for both brand recall as well as message
recall, between 10 seconds and 30 seconds (p<.00), 10
seconds and 60 seconds (p<.00), and 30 seconds
versus 60 seconds (p<.00).

In the second study, there were eight 15 second ads,
forty- five 30 second ads, two 45 second ads, two 60
second ads and one 90 second ads. To be compatible
with the first study, 45 second, 60 second and 90
second ads were grouped together and be labeled as 60
second ads for the analysis. The mean percentage of
brand recall for 15 seconds, 30 seconds, and 60
seconds (and over) were 2.5 percent, 4.8 percent and
19.2 percent respectively. Similarly, the mean
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percentage of message recall were 2.5 percent, 5.0
percent and 19.4 percent, respectively. There were
significant differences for both brand recall as well
as message recall, between 15 seconds and 30
seconds (p<.00), 15 seconds and 60 seconds (p<.00),
and 30 seconds versus 60 seconds (p<.00). Thus,
Hypothesis 2 is supported.

Hypothesis 3

Hypothesis 3 holds that those brands (3a) and
messages (3b) from service companies will be
recalled significantly less than those from product
companies. There were 28 service and 27 product
ads in the first study, and 32 services and 26 product
ads in the second study. To test these hypotheses,
paired t-tests were conducted on the mean percentage
recall rate. In the first study, the mean percentage
recall rates for those service companies vs. product
companies were 4.7 percent and 6.8 percent (brand
recall), and 4.7 percent and 7.2 percent (message
recall), respectively. The main effect of service vs.
product was significant for brand recall (p<.00), as
well as for message recall (p<.00). In the second
study, the mean percentage recall rates for those
service companies vs. product companies were 4.1
percent and 9.0 percent (brand recall), and 3.7
percent and 8.5 percent (message recall),
respectively. The main effect of service vs. product
was significant for brand recall (p<.00), as well as
for message recall (p<.00).

Hypothesis 4

Finally, Hypothesis 4 holds that those brands (4a)
and messages (4b) from dot-com companies will be
recalled significantly less than those of non-dot-com
companies. There were 24 commercials associated
with dot-com vs. 31 commercials associated with
non-dot-com companies in Super Bowl XXXIV, and
7 dot-com commercials and 51 non-dot-com ads in
Super Bowl XXXVI. To test these hypotheses,
paired t-tests were conducted on the mean percentage
recall rate. In the first study, the mean percentage
recall rates for those dot-com companies vs. non-dot-
com companies were 3.7 percent and 7.3 percent
(brand recall), and 3.7 percent and 7.6 percent
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(message recall), respectively. The main effect of dot-
com vs. non-dot-com was significant for brand recall
(p<.00), as well as for message recall (p<.00). In the
second study, the mean percentage recall rates for
those dot-com companies vs. non-dot-com companies
were 0.6 percent and 6.3 percent for both brand recall
as well as message recall, respectively. The main
effect of dot~-com vs. non-dot-com was significant for
both brand recall and message recall (p<.00). Thus,
both Hypothesis 4a&b are supported.

DISCUSSION AND
MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS

The results of this study suggest that total message
length and the number of times a brand is advertised
significantly affect consumer recall of promotional
messages broadcast during the Super Bowl
Furthermore, the study finds significant difference in
the recall of advertisements between dot-com and non-
dot-com companies and between service and non-
service (product) companies. Table 1 presents a
summary of recall rates for both studies for easy
comparisons. As seen in Table 1, the overall pattern
of recall rates are amazingly similar, providing some
evidence of reliability of the results.

Though the results of the study indicate that more (in
terms of length and repetition) may be better,
advertisers have to make some estimate about the
optimal level of advertising for their brand. For
example, Anheuser-Busch decided to advertise its
Budweiser brand of beer using two different 60-
second and five 30-second commercials during the
Super Bowl XXXIV. The result of this strategy was
that Budweiser was recalled by more of those
surveyed than any other brand. However, does the
incremental recall justify the huge incremental cost to
air the commercials? To what degree a company
increases the length and/or the number of times its ad
is presented must be based upon its own unique set of
promotional objectives and financial circumstances.

Though there is no published study that indicates that
increasing the number of exposures negatively affects
ad recall, almost certainly there is a level at which
diminishing returns emerge in terms of cost of
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exposures versus recall of the ad. It should be noted,
however, that past research suggests that message
repetition is nonmonotonically related (inverted “U”
shape) to the effectiveness of the communication
(Anand and Sternthal 1990; Berlyne 1970).
Consumers appear to react to too many exposures of
the same promotional message with tedium and
reduced favorability. One way to avoid negative
reaction to multiple ads may be to vary the
executions of ads for a single product. Unnava and
Bumkrant (1991) found that varied executions for the
same brand were recalled significantly more than the
same ads for the same brand. Those brands
promoted more than once during the Super Bowl did
not use the same execution twice with effective
results.  This information may be useful for
advertisers who want to promote a brand more than
once during a program or across multiple programs,
yet avoid a possibly negative reaction to multiple
exposures of the same ad.

The research also found that there were significantly
lower levels of ad recall on commercials associated
with either a service company or a dot-com company.
Given the recent stock price crash and the pending
insolvency of most dot-com companies, clearly, the
go-go era of free spending is over. A significant drop
in the number of dot-com commercials in Super Bowl
XXXVI from that of Super Bowl XXXIV also
attested this trend. The dot-com companies need to
be more marketing oriented as opposed spending
oriented. Similar doubt was raised by Zain Raj
(Krauss 2000) who questioned the marketing skills of
those dot-com companies which advertised on the
Super Bowl, emphasizing only getting attention
rather than building appropriate brand image. His
criticism of dot-com companies seems appropriate
given the results of this study. For the first study,
many respondents could recall doctors working on a
man with “money coming out of the Wazoo,” or the
“cat herding,” but failed to identify the sponsor
company’s name. Paul (2000) asked “can you
remember the Internet dot-com companies that spent
up to $3 million each on those 30-second Super Bowl
football championship game ads on Sunday?” He
went ahead with the answer, “Advertising experts say
few of the ads will stick with viewers....” Perhaps it
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TABLE 1
Comparisons of Recall Rates (%) from Two Studies
Brand Recall Rate
Length Frequency Services Dot-com
10/15 30 60 S M Sk P Dkx ND*skok
XXXIV 3 3.4 16.8 5.1 13.2 4.7 6.8 37 73
XXXVI 2.9 48 19.2 1.4 228 4.1 9.0 0.6 6.3
Message Recall Rate
Length Frequency Services Dot-com
10/15 30 60 S* M S+ P D##k ND*##
XXXIV 3 3.7 20.0 - - 4.7 7.2 3.7 7.6
XXXVI 2.5 5.0 19.4 - - 3.7 8.5 0.6 6.3

* 8. Single exposure
**S:  Services P
***D: Dotcom

M: Multiple exposures
Products
ND: Non-Dot-com

pays for the dot-com companies to employ the
retention enhancing techniques Engel, Blackwell and
Miniard (1995) suggest for other companies. For
example, there should be closely coordinated stimulus
elements in an ad in order to enhance the
memorability of these elements. Also, there should be
strong interrelations among the benefits provided by
the dot-com companies and the elements in the ad.
Finally, the ad should not be funny just for the sake of
getting attention.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

The media promotion and the anticipation of the
Super Bowl may limit the generalizability of findings
from this study. Though the Super Bowl is not a
typical television program, it provides a unique
opportunity to test ad recall using a program that
includes advertisements which have not been seen
before (Horovitz 1995). In addition, though it may be
problematic to assign these results to “regular”
programs, it seems that the results from this study be
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applicable to other special event programs and, in
particular, sports-related programs. Further research
is necessary to determine how viewing habits of the
Super Bowl vary significantly from other programs.
Another possible limitation of the findings of this
study, as well as an avenue of future research,
involves the degree to which recall of ads are affected
by the significant pre-game publicity. Thus, the
findings and recommendations presented must be
considered preliminary in nature and more replication
across broad consumer segments is recommended.
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