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IMC Pilot Study


A PILOT STUDY TESTING ASPECTS
OF THE
 INTEGRATED MARKETING COMMUNICATIONS CONCEPT





          Abstract


This article describes a pilot study testing some aspects of the Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC) concept. The study addressed the lack of empirical research in the field identified in the IMC literature. Results of an experiment suggest that messages employing some of the key aspects of an IMC strategy (i.e., messages with a common theme that are executed across multiple media in a visually consistent manner) may prompt stronger attitude toward the brand levels than the same messages employing a more traditional strategy (executions with less visual consistency), although other dependent measures were not similarly impacted. The study is limited in its scope, but is intended to stimulate more empirical research in the IMC field.
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Introduction

Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC) has emerged as a popular, but controversial concept. Literature on the topic indicates that there is significant interest in the concept by the business community (Caywood et al., 1991; Phelps et al., 1994) as well as by members of the academic community, as evidenced by the proliferation of new IMC texts (Clow & Baack, 2002; Duncan, 2002; Ogden, 1998). 

A heated debate has emerged, however, over the merits and validity of the IMC concept. Proponents of the concept suggest that the concept represents a revolutionary way to organize and enhance their marketing efforts and build brand equity (Duncan, 2002; Ogden, 1998; Schultz, 1996; Schultz et al., 1993). Some even suggest that organizations employing an IMC strategy can gain competitive advantage (Caywood & Ewing, 1991; Gorning, 1994). 

Critics of IMC, however, have charged that the concept is simply a management “fashion” (Cornelissen & Lock, 2000: 10) that lacks a solid theoretical base. Others contend that it suffers from ambiguity in terms of its definition and practice (Wolter, 1993), or that it simply “reinvents existing marketing theory using different terminology” (Spotts et al., 1998: 210). Some critics even go so far as to proclaim the death of the IMC concept (Drobis, 1998) because it has been misunderstood by so many practitioners and academics.

Others believe that IMC is an attractive concept, but question why more practitioners have not embraced it. For example, Pettegrew (2001) suggests that most major U.S. corporations have failed to fully implement key aspects of the IMC theory.  This view seems to be confirmed by Cleland (1995), who cites research suggesting that less than one-third of all firms surveyed had developed an annual marketing communications plan. 

Even some supporters of IMC share concerns over its current state. While admitting that “IMC is not yet a theory,” Schultz and Kitchen (2000: 17) suggest that the field is still developing. They argue that many of weaknesses cited above by critics are indicative of a field in its early stages of development. Gould (2000) also defends IMC as an evolutionary field, still undergoing a process of definition and redefinition. And Duncan (2002) agrees that IMC’s ideas and practices should continue to be critically examined and challenged as it continues to evolve.

There is one issue upon which both IMC proponents and critics can agree, however: the need to conduct additional research to either refute the concept or to help build a theory to support it.

The IMC literature does include a number of research studies, focusing on a variety of issues. For example, Low (2000) surveyed different types of organizations to attempt to determine which is most likely to employ IMC strategies. Reid et al. (2001) surveyed wineries to determine if brand-related performance differed for those employing an IMC strategy. They found that wineries using an IMC strategy reported stronger brand performance (although the study used self-report data). Shultz and Kitchen (1997) surveyed U.S. advertising agencies about their attitudes toward IMC, while Gould (1999) and Kitchen (1999) surveyed multinational advertising agencies concerning their use of IMC for global clients.  McArthur and Griffin (1997) surveyed practitioners in the consumer product, service, and retail organizations to measure attitudes about the use of IMC, and Herrington, Lollar, Cotter and Henley (1996) measured attitudes and usage of IMC in service versus non-service industries. And one of the pioneering studies in IMC was conducted in 1993 by Duncan and Everett, surveying attitudes toward the concept by marketing communication client organizations. These examples of descriptive research in the field have provided useful insights into the nature and use of the IMC concept.
The literature also includes examples of IMC case studies, including Warner’s (1992) examination of the use of IMC at consumer products marketers, and several examinations of IMC in international settings, including a look at the use of IMC by Coca-Cola, Volvo, Unilever, and other firms by Hansted and Hemanth (2000), and case studies focusing on Germany (Bruhn, 1998), and Canada (Huck & Dunphy, 1993). 
In summary, two points emerge from the existing research work in the IMC field. First, there are many examples of good descriptive research and case studies in the field, but there is a lack of any experimental research designed to test the validity of the IMC concept. And second, there is general agreement that much more research needs to be done. These are about the only areas where both IMC proponents (Gould, 2000; Schultz & Kitchen, 2000) and critics (Cornelissen & Lock, 2000; Spotts et al., 1998) seem to agree. This consensus is the driving force behind the study described in this article. 
Literature Review


The term “IMC” gained fluency in the 1980s (Schultz, Tannenbaum & Lauterborn, 1993), driven by dramatic changes in the marketing and mass communications environments, although some argue that the concept emerged much earlier within the context of the marketing discipline (Hutton, 1996; Spotts et al., 1998). 




Regardless of its historical origins, by the year 2000, IMC was seen by many as a way to better manage the growing range of marketing communications choices which were becoming  available to marketers, including the Internet and sophisticated consumer databases (Duncan, 2002).

Over the course of its brief history, a body of IMC literature has emerged that seeks to provide a framework for the concept. It suggests that IMC is based upon three assumptions.

First, the literature suggests that IMC is based on the application of one of the primary principles of the marketing concept: an ongoing dialogue between consumers and marketers (Duncan, 2002, 1994; Stewart, 1996; Schultz, 1998). This dialogue is seen as a relationship between the two parties, which is subject to organic changes including growth, dormancy, or decline. Marketers actively seek out information about their consumers, and through the use of databases and market research tools, find ways to strengthen their brand’s relationship with the consumer. Likewise, consumers also seek out information about brands, and use their own resources to develop a relationship with the brand, including the reception and processing of mass communications messages with brand information, actively considering how basic brand attributes and benefits fit with their own self-concept, and considering other information such as the opinions of friends and family. 
The literature includes critics of this active consumer approach, however, such as Ehrenberg (2000), who argue that consumers are much more passive in their response to most brand marketing communications efforts. For example, Ehrenberg argues that “advertising’s main role is to reinforce feelings of satisfaction for brands already being used” (Ehrenberg, 2000: 47). However, Ehrenberg does acknowledge that relatively strong relationships can exist between consumers and brands, particularly for fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG—Ehrenberg, 2001), and notes “buyers of frequently bought goods are not ignorant of them. They have extensive usage experience of the products…they usually have direct experience with more than one brand, plus indirect word of mouth knowledge of others. The average housewife is far more experienced in buying her normal products than the industrial purchaser buying an atomic power station” (Ehrenberg, 2000: 44-45). 

The IMC literature is not inconsistent with criticism, and indeed suggests that marketers can add value to their brands if they improve the management of the types of relationships noted above by Ehrenberg.  Schultz et al. (1993) argue that IMC can help in this regard by focusing on closely managing all aspects of a brand’s relationship with the consumer and trying to foster more opportunities for consumers to interact with the brand (i.e., not only through repeat purchases, but also through membership in consumer loyalty programs and other venues that allow consumers to provide feedback). 

The second assumption of the IMC concept identified in the literature is message consistency. Schultz (1996) suggests that a brand message which is relatively more consistent in its message and execution across different brand stimuli (i.e., brand name, package, advertising, etc.) is more likely to be processed effectively by a consumer for two reasons. 


First, a strategy employing a consistent message is more competitive in today’s highly fragmented mass communications environment. In such an environment, Schultz et al. (1993) argue that consumers can retain only a limited amount of information from the extremely large pool of available brand marketing messages, and therefore a brand with a consistent set of stimuli may stand a better chance of conveying a single, unified message with the consumer than brands which attempt to convey a number of different message stimuli. This reasoning reflects the nature of many marketing communication messages, particularly those for FMCG types of brands noted earlier. Specifically, Ehrenberg argues that advertising’s main role for FMCG brands is not to be persuasive, but merely to reinforce existing feelings of satisfaction with brands that consumers have already purchased (Ehrenberg, 2000). In this regard, the literature suggests that the IMC concept can be very helpful in its focus on creating and coordinating messages that are consistent with consumers’ expectations of the brand and that are executed in a consistent fashion over time. 
Second, a brand message which is delivered in a consistent manner may create a stronger image trace in consumers’ memory that is more easily recalled than a message that offers bits of conflicting, or at least not highly-consistent, information (Schultz et al., 1993).  This consistency of image theme has been explored in other areas including in the literature for imagery processing.  For example, Lutz and Lutz (1977) found evidence supporting the imagery-enhancing effects of integrating visual and verbal stimuli. In their experiment, they manipulated the placement of product brand name, a product attribute and a picture in various test advertisements. They found that memory was affected positively when the brand name, product attribute and picture were combined interactively in one stimulus versus when they were presented separately in a non-interactive format. Childers and Houston (1984) found some additional evidence of a positive relationship between advertisements integrating a picture with other visual cues and stronger imagery resulting in higher levels of brand recall. They hypothesized that this positive effect of integration may be due to the “chunking” of these stimuli at the time they are encoded by the brain. This may create more powerful imagery than is possible when each stimulus is processed by the brain individually. They concluded that the stronger memory trace caused by this “chunking” may lead to easier retrieval. Paivio’s dual coding theory (Paivio, 1979, 1986) also suggests that verbal and visual cues create distinctive memory traces. He also suggested that these memory traces can be activated interactively (i.e., exposure to a visual element stored in memory may activate the separate verbal element also stored in memory).  Ehrenberg also suggests that message consistency is very important over time for a brand. If brand messages are consistent with existing consumer expectations for the brand, then they can help maintain brand loyalty. However, if consumers are exposed to messages or that are inconsistent with their existing image of the brand, these messages can actually be counterproductive and “interfere with recall and/or initial learning (about the brand)” (Ehrenberg, 2002: 10). 

The key implication of all this for the IMC concept is that a consistent message, whether delivered via a primarily visual medium (i.e., print, television or web) or via a primarily a verbal (audio) medium (i.e., radio) may enhance the probability that the brand’s intended image will be retained by consumers. 
The third assumption of the IMC concept identified in the literature suggests that all aspects of a brand’s communication with a consumer must be considered, not just the traditional promotion tools of advertising, direct marketing, sales promotion, public relations and personal selling (Duncan, 2002, 1994; Schultz, 2000; Schultz et al., 1993; Stewart, 1996). In fact DeLozier (1976) even suggests that an exclusive focus on only these traditional promotion tools can be counterproductive for an organization’s total marketing communications effort. IMC proponents suggest that the concept can be implemented effectively only if all elements of the marketing mix are coordinated, and that a consistent brand message is integrated across the entire marketing mix, ranging from the brand’s name and physical attributes to pricing, distribution, and marketing communications efforts. Research work in another field tends to support this aspect of the IMC concept. Specifically, Edell and Keller (1989) studied the effects of employing different types of media in “coordinated media campaigns” (Edell & Keller, 1989: 149). Their work examined the repetition of television and radio commercials in different contexts and the resulting effects on dependent measures such as recall, attitudes, and purchase intentions. The results of their experiment suggested that the effects of the combined and interactive use of radio and television media in a campaign are superior to the effects generated by a campaign using the only television medium. They theorized that this could be due to the unique roles of each medium in impacting consumer information processing. Specifically, they suggested consumers who are exposed to the visual and verbal stimuli in a television commercial develop a unique set of memory traces which can then be activated and even updated by subsequent exposure to the primarily verbal stimuli of a radio commercial. 

Ehrenberg refers to this combined effect of different aspects of the brand offering as the “salience” of the brand or its “share of mind” (Ehrenberg, 2002).  He argues that a brand’s salience is a powerful force that can “allow the brand to come forward for the wide range of recall cues that can occur in purchase occasions” (Ehrenberg, 2002: 11). These recall cues can include the brand’s name, its logo, its packaging, and point of purchase stimuli. The IMC literature suggests that all these elements must be closely managed to ensure that they are all communicating information that is consistent with consumer expectations of the brand.
To summarize the literature, the three assumptions of the IMC concept offer an opportunity for marketers to enhance the relationship power of their brands with existing and potential consumers. The literature suggests that a message strategy that is consistent across stimuli from a brand’s very core (i.e., its name, logo, and packaging) to its marketing communications efforts, and that fosters an ongoing consumer-brand dialogue, offers the promise of a stronger brand relationship with consumers. Unfortunately, the literature also includes a lack of empirical evidence to support these assumptions. It seems clear, therefore, that a priority should be placed on efforts to empirically test the IMC concept in order to confirm or refute its validity.
Research Question/Hypotheses


The purpose of the present study is to address the challenge identified in the literature: to begin the process of testing elements of the IMC concept. Ideally, the long term goal for research in the field should be to test a holistic model of IMC effectiveness that integrates all three elements of the concept identified in the literature. This study was designed to make a first, limited step toward that long term goal by empirically testing two of the three aspects of the IMC concept discussed in the literature review. 

The first aspect is the consistency of a brand’s message strategy. This perspective suggests that the consistent integration of message content may result in stronger consumer associations with a brand, assuming that other aspects of the message strategy are held constant (i.e., brand name, logo, and packaging). 
The second aspect is the application across multiple media of the consistent messages. This perspective suggests employing an IMC strategy may enhance consumer associations with a brand as a result of a process which leaves a deeper memory trace due to the use of a consistent set of images repeated across multiple media executions.
The third aspect of the IMC concept, the creation and maintenance of an ongoing dialogue with consumers, was not tested in the present study due to the narrow focus of this pilot project. Based upon learning from this study, it is hoped that this third element can be included in future tests of the IMC concept.
 To address the first two aspects of the IMC concept, the study posed the following research question: is there a causal relationship between the independent variable, degree of marketing communications consistency, and two dependent variables: consumer attitudes toward a brand (Ab ) and consumer recall of brand messages?  


Flowing from this research question, the study proposed two hypotheses. The first hypothesis predicted that an IMC strategy would elicit stronger Ab measures:

H1:   Attitudes toward a given brand will be more favorable when that brand employs 

marketing communications stimuli across multiple types of media that are more consistent in their visual appearance than stimuli of equal argument quality for the same brand that are less consistent.

The second hypothesis predicted that an IMC strategy would result in superior stronger recall measures:

H2:   Recall of a given brand’s messages will be more favorable when that brand employs

marketing communications stimuli across multiple types of media that are more consistent in their visual appearance than stimuli of equal argument quality for the same brand that are less consistent. 

Methods

Overall design


This study employed an experimental design to study aspects of the IMC concept. Subjects were exposed to marketing communications stimulus materials representing manipulations of the independent variable, degree of marketing communications message consistency across multiple media. Subjects then completed questionnaire instruments to measure the effects of the independent variable manipulations upon the two primary dependent variables, Ab   and recall. 

Operationalization of variables


The independent variable, degree of consistency across multiple media, was operationalized within a framework used by Batra and Stayman (1990). Specifically, fictitious brands were developed for testing purposes. For the purposes of this study, two product categories were chosen in order to determine if the hypothesized IMC effect would hold for more than one type of product. Beer and coffee were chosen as the two product categories in an effort to control for the effect of consumer involvement as much as possible. Specifically, the internal validity of the study might have suffered if a product category was chosen which proved to be extremely involving for consumers or alternately, one that was typically very low in involvement. The concept of product involvement has been examined by a number of studies dating back to Mitchell (1981), who defined involvement as “an individual level, internal state variable whose motivational properties are evoked by a particular stimulus or situation” (Mitchell, 1981: 25).  Laurent and Kapferer (1985) provided a helpful review of the extant work in the field and more recent work by Zaichkowsky (1985, 1994) has provided additional insights into the involvement levels for different classes of products. The product categories used in this study, beer and coffee, were specifically identified in a study by Hupfer and Gardner (1971) as product categories that typically generate average levels of consumer involvement. On judgment, beer and coffee also seemed to be appropriate test product categories because each enjoys strong consumer familiarity, and each represents a marketplace in which many brands proliferate, and where the fictitious brands could reasonably exist without the knowledge of research subjects.
Fictitious brand names


The fictitious beer brand was named “Brewster’s Red Label.”  The name “Brewster’s” was selected because it connotes a malt beverage without carrying with it other ethnic connotations which might skew consumer perceptions (i.e., Canadian, German, Irish, British, or Dutch names, common in the beer industry, were not chosen because they might have conjured up a more upscale imported beer image in consumer’s minds). “Red Label” was chosen to reinforce the alcohol image cue since color imagery is used for other well known alcohol brands (i.e., Pabst Blue Ribbon beer, and Johnnie Walker Black Label scotch). 

          The fictitious coffee brand was named “America’s Cup.”  The rationale for selecting this name was similar to the beer case noted above. Names conjuring up exotic regions of the world were avoided to help control for possible imported, hence higher quality and price, connotations (i.e., Columbian, Hawaiian Kona, or Costa Rican blends). America’s Cup was also chosen because it is a very plausible name for a coffee, a product consumed most frequently in a cup. 

Fictitious media
Fictitious marketing communications executions were created for four “media.” Specifically, a “print ad,” “coupon,” “direct mail piece,” and a “web page” were created for both the control and treatment conditions for the beer test brand and the coffee test brand. To summarize, four different sets of stimulus materials were created: four executions for the beer control condition and four for the beer treatment condition, and likewise, four executions for the coffee control condition and four for the coffee treatment condition. 

Fictitious brand messages

Fictitious message themes were selected for each test brand and developed into marketing communications stimulus materials for the different media noted above. Identical message themes were used for all beer executions, and likewise, all coffee executions to control for the effects of the message theme argument quality, consistent with the work of Petty and Cacioppo (1986).  By holding the quality of each brand’s message themes equal in both the control and treatment conditions, it was hoped that the research design would not measure the effect of a brand’s message theme quality, but rather, the effect of the degree of visual consistency across multiple media stimuli.  

To summarize, the key manipulation taking place in this study is the creation of a control condition of marketing communications materials with a traditional level of visual consistency across multiple media executions, and a treatment condition in which the materials were created with the goal of attaining a high level of visual consistency. The traditional condition stimulus materials were created with the common message theme across all media, but with some variation in the visual elements of each execution, such as differences in color schemes, photography, and typefaces.  The highly consistent condition stimulus materials were created with the same message theme across all media, but with a high degree of visual consistency in terms of color schemes, photography and typefaces.  The stimulus materials were created by the researcher who has extensive professional experience in the marketing communications industry (see Appendix 1 for a complete set of stimulus materials).


The common message theme chosen for both the control and treatment beer stimuli was “All Classic, All American, All Occasions,” a relatively generic and plausible message for the image-oriented U.S. beer industry. The common message theme chosen for both the control and treatment coffee stimuli was “World Class Coffee,” a relatively generic and plausible message for the U.S. coffee industry.  

Other measures
A manipulation check was included in the research design to determine if the control and treatment stimulus materials for each brand were perceived to be of different visual consistency level. Specifically, after exposure to each set of stimuli, subjects were asked to judge the relative “consistency” of the stimuli for each brand on three ten-point semantic differential questionnaire items with the anchors “very consistent” and “not consistent at all.”

The first dependent variable, attitude toward the brand (Ab), was operationalized in a manner used in the 1990 Batra and Stayman study: an index was created through the combination of ten semantic differential questionnaire items using the following values: “pleasant/unpleasant, good/bad, positive/negative, favorable/unfavorable, like/dislike, useful/useless, high quality/low quality, beneficial/not beneficial, valuable/worthless, and agreeable/disagreeable”. They reported satisfaction with this operationalization, and confirmed their method with a subsequent LISREL factor analysis which confirmed the internal consistency of this index of questionnaire items. 

The second dependent variable, recall, was operationalized by the inclusion of four questionnaire items. The items asked subjects to recall specific aspects of each of the two brand campaigns to which they had just been exposed. These aspects included the product type (i.e., beer or coffee), brand name, brand message, and the value of the coupon stimulus.

Sample


Subjects for this study were undergraduate students at two universities in the Eastern United States. Thirty subjects were recruited for the sample. The sample approximated the general population in terms of gender (53% female; 47% male), its skew toward subjects aged 21 or above, and its skew toward white subjects (90%) versus other racial groups. To eliminate bias regarding the IMC concept, a subject pool was chosen that had not been exposed to courses that focused on IMC or related areas such as advertising. Subjects were randomly assigned to either the control or treatment conditions of the experiment. Each of the 30 subjects was exposed to two separate groups of stimuli, one group for the control condition (featuring beer or coffee materials) and one for the treatment condition (featuring beer or coffee materials), yielding 60 total sets of data.
Procedure


The experiment was conducted with small groups of three to seven subjects each in the controlled environment of a university computer laboratory. The procedure followed a four step process as noted in figure 1. 

Insert Figure 1 here

In step one, subjects were welcomed to the lab by a single researcher, seated at pre-selected locations around the room and instructed not to speak to other participants to minimize possible social interaction effects. The researcher then read from a standardized script for all sessions and advised subjects that they would be reviewing two “advertising campaigns” as part of a college project, and that they would simply be asked to fill out questionnaires to help evaluate the work. There was no mention or discussion of the IMC concept or the term “consistency” in this introductory step to avoid sensitizing subjects to these issues.

The researcher then presented four pieces of stimulus material representing different media for the first brand (either beer or coffee) and the first condition (either control or treatment), arranged in random order (again, to minimize any possible social interaction effect; i.e., a collective laugh or groan). Each subject was instructed to view the material for as long as they needed and to place the material in a large envelope provided at each station when they finished reviewing the item. The envelope was provided so that each subject could focus on the individual stimulus piece at hand rather than collecting all the campaign pieces and viewing them all together. The researcher felt that exposure to each piece on a one-by-one basis was more representative of the real world marketing communications exposure setting than exposure to all pieces arrayed side-by-side. 

The first three stimulus items were a “print ad;” a “coupon,” and a “direct mail” piece.  The direct mail piece was placed in a blank envelope to reinforce the direct mail cue. For the fourth stimulus, the researcher provided subjects with printed directions to locate a “web site” for the brand, which had been created and assigned an actual URL address. The researcher constantly monitored the progress of each subject, and presented a new piece of stimulus when each subject completed their review of the previous item and placed it in the envelope. On average, subjects reviewed each stimulus item for 30 seconds to one minute. 


In step two, the researcher provided each subject with a questionnaire instrument. The first page of the questionnaire was designed to measure effects of the stimulus items presented in step one, including Ab.  Manipulation check items were included on page two of this questionnaire to collect data measuring the perceived visual consistency of the items. 

Upon completion of this questionnaire, subjects were directed to place it in the envelope at their station, and the entire process noted above was repeated for the second brand and the second condition (step three), including the administration of a second questionnaire instrument (step four). The second questionnaire instrument also collected data to measure Ab, as well as the visual consistency manipulation check for the items just exposed. This instrument also included a series of eight recall questions (four for each of the two conditions exposed to each subject).


The research design attempted to control for the threat to validity represented by testing effects in two ways. First, the presentation order of each condition (control or treatment) was alternated for each group of subjects so both conditions would be impacted equally by the testing effect for the main body of questions measuring Ab. Second, all recall questions were held for the second questionnaire, again so that the impact of the testing effect would be balanced for both conditions. This four-step procedure consumed approximately 20-25 minutes per subject.


Other data collected in the study were from open-ended demographic items and two seven-point semantic differential items measuring the relative “trendiness” and “sensationalism” of each set of stimuli. These items were included as a precautionary check to determine if the visual design manipulations for each condition had unique effects that could impact the dependent measures.
Data analysis


The data were first analyzed using a compromise power analysis (Erdfelder, 1984) to determine the ability of the small sample size to accurately detect different effect sizes. The analysis indicated that the sample size was adequate to detect a large effect size for the ANOVA analysis of Ab differences, employing Cohen’s (1977) effect size conventions (.81 for eta2 =.40). 
The analysis indicated that the sample size would be inadequate to detect medium or small effect sizes (.66 for eta2 =.25 and .53 eta2 =.10). For the chi-square analysis of recall differences, the analysis indicated that the sample size was again adequate to detect a large effect (.81 for eta2 =.50) using Cohen’s (1977) effect size conventions. This analysis indicated that the sample size would be inadequate to detect medium or small effect sizes (.72 for eta2 =.30 and .53 eta2 =.10).

The data analysis confirmed that the desired manipulation check of visual consistency across different media was successful.  The data confirmed that subjects perceived a significant difference between the visual consistency level of the treatment condition stimulus materials (M = 9.2) and those materials in the control condition (M = 6.5), ANOVA, F (1, 58) = 22.39, p <.05 (p = 0.000).

The data analysis of the first dependent variable measure (Ab) indicated that the index was internally consistent with a Cronbach’s alpha = .95.

 The data analysis of the second dependent variable measure (an index of recall derived from four open-ended questionnaire items) indicated that the index was low in internal consistency, yielding a Cronbach’s alpha = .22. As a consequence, the data for this index were not used and test results were analyzed separately for each of the recall items. 

Results

H1 was supported under the conditions and procedure outlined above. Specifically, ANOVA results indicate that the index of Ab measures for test brands of beer and coffee is significantly higher for the treatment condition (high degree of visual consistency across multiple media), M = 5.23, than for the control condition, M = 4.57. The nature of this difference is F (1, 58) = 4.445,  p <.05 (p = 0.039), and is illustrated in figure 2:

Insert Figure 2 here

H2 was not supported by the data collected in the experiment. Specifically, using a chi-square analysis, data from three of the four recall questions revealed no statistically-significant difference in subjects’ recall of product type, brand name, and coupon value for the control versus treatment sets of stimuli, as had been predicted. Data from the fourth measure, message recall, actually yielded a significant result diametrically opposed to the hypothesis. Specifically, using a chi-square analysis, recall of the main message of the stimuli in the control condition was statistically significantly higher, M = .90 than recall of the message contained in the treatment condition stimulus materials, M = .60. The nature of this result was ( x² = 7.595, p < .05 (p = 0.0059).

Discussion of Results


This study investigated only a portion of the IMC concept discussed earlier in the literature review, visual consistency across multiple media. However, the experiment did yield the some interesting results, which begin to address criticism of IMC research to date, and which may be helpful in theory building. 

To summarize, as H1 predicted, a communication approach employing an IMC strategy may positively affect brand attitude measures. The results suggest that higher levels of visual consistency employed across multiple media may stimulate enhanced consumer attitudes toward brands employing such a strategy. 
There is a possibility, however, that the significant relationship noted above was caused by an alternative explanation. One possible explanation would be that the type of test product (i.e., coffee vs. beer) has some intrinsic feature(s) which would somehow cause different effects on the dependent variables. An analysis of the data suggested that there is a difference in Ab by product type (coffee, M = 5.02 vs. beer, M = 4.78), but that this difference was not statistically significant (p = .461). Another possible alterative explanation is that some aspect of the stimulus materials for the treatment vs. control conditions may have had an impact on the dependent measures. Although message theme was controlled for in both conditions, it is possible that some aspect of the visual portion of the stimulus materials may have skewed subject responses in a positive or negative direction, impacting results. For example, the visuals for one set of stimuli might have been perceived as more “sensational” or “trendy” than another, resulting in different effects on Ab. For that reason, the two semantic-differential questionnaire items measuring the relative “sensational” and “trendy” nature of each set of stimuli were analyzed. ANOVA results revealed no statistically significant difference in subjects’ perceptions of the control versus treatment sets of stimuli for the “sensational” item. A significant difference was detected for the “trendy” item (1, 58) = 7.344, p <.05 (p = 0.009), but the means indicated that subjects perceived the treatment stimulus materials to be less “trendy” (M = 3.73) than the control stimulus materials (M = 2.57) on scale anchored by 1 = “trendy” and 7 = “not trendy.” This would seem to suggest that differences in observed Ab measures were not accounted for by the fact that the treatment materials were somehow seen by subjects to be more “trendy,” and perhaps, therefore, more appealing than the control materials. The possibility that some other visual aspect of the stimulus materials may have had an impact on the Ab measure cannot be overlooked, however, and is a weakness of the study design that should be addressed in future research.  
Perhaps an equally interesting result of the study is its failure to predict H2. It had been hypothesized that consumer recall of such important aspects of the stimuli such as type of product, brand name and value of the brand coupon would be higher for in the consistent condition. This hypothesis was not supported by the data. An even more fascinating element of this portion of the study is the result indicating higher message recall for the non-consistent stimuli. How could it be that subjects recalled the message of the non-consistent stimuli better than the consistent materials, yet still preferred the consistent stimuli, as measured by Ab levels?

A possible explanation may exist in Ehrenberg’s assertion, noted earlier in the literature review, that the primary role of marketing communications, specifically advertising, is to simply    “create and refresh memory traces and associations” with brands (Ehrenberg, 2001: 41). Perhaps the treatment conditions, with their much more consistent visual presentation of a new brand to subjects, may have facilitated this process for the basic image of the brand (i.e., name, logo, packaging, etc.). This may have occurred because the consistent repetition of very consistent messages across different media may have simplified the creation of memory traces and associations, in a manner consistent with two of the critical aspects of the IMC concept noted earlier (Schultz et al., 1993; Schultz, 1996). Unfortunately, these memory traces may have been limited to simply the basic image aspects of the brand noted above, and not to more complex information, such as the brand message, that was measured in the recall scores. 


Another possible explanation could relate to the ELM literature (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) discussed earlier. There may be an unintended result of the IMC concept’s reliance on the very consistent coordination of message content and visuals across multiple media. Specifically, the use of an IMC strategy may result in more peripheral processing of a brand’s marketing communication efforts, perhaps because consumers may tend to “gloss over” executions of the message in different media for the simple reason that are so similar in appearance. This may help to explain the results of this study that resulted in stronger basic associations with a new brand, as measured by Ab scores, but simultaneously, weaker brand message recall scores, which might require more central processing.  
In any event, the results of this study suggest the need for further research into the reason why recall does not seem to correlate with the IMC concept the way that Ab does.

Implications


Academically, this pilot study’s primary contribution is not in providing conclusive evidence that IMC is effective. Its scope it far too limited to make that claim. However, the study does contribute to the ongoing development of the IMC literature in two respects. 


First, it represents the first known use of experimental research in the IMC field. This contribution is important because the literature is filled with calls for more empirical research into the IMC concept. To date, however, these calls have been answered primarily by descriptive research or case studies. Experimental research will ultimately be important to the IMC debate, and this pilot study represents a modest first step in this direction. 


Second the study provides some new empirical evidence supporting some aspects of the IMC concept, while revealing a possible unintended effect of IMC, weaker brand message recall scores. This evidence should be of interest to both proponents and critics of IMC, and will hopefully serve as a catalyst for future research work in this area that will contribute to the academic debate about the merits of the IMC concept.


From an industry standpoint, the study provides a bit of support to confirm an idea that some marketing communications professionals have believed for years: that consumer attitudes toward a brand may be enhanced by pursuing a strategy that consistently integrates messages across advertising, consumer sales promotion, direct marketing and other marketing communication tools. Unfortunately, the study’s surprising brand message recall results also suggest a possible practical limitation to IMC. Specifically, practitioners may interpret the results in the following two ways. 

First, the study’s Ab results suggest that an IMC strategy may prove to be very effective in establishing a new brand by quickly creating positive consumer attitudes toward the brand through the use of highly consistent sets of message themes and visuals. This would obviously be very useful to marketers during the initial introductory phase of a brand’s life, and could even be helpful later in a brand’s life if the goal of the marketing communication is limited to reminding consumers, consistent with Ehrenberg et al.’s assertion that advertising’s main role is simply “creative publicity” (2002: 7).  



Second, the study’s recall results suggest that IMC may be less effective for those marketers who desire their marketing communications efforts to be more persuasive and to deliver more complex information that differentiates their brand from its competitors. In this scenario, the study’s results suggest that an IMC strategy might not be optimal because it may lead to more peripheral consumer processing of brand messages, rather than the central processing that Petty and Cacioppo (1986) argue is required for consumers to process and retain more complex information. 
Limitations/Directions for Future Research


This pilot study provides only one small piece to a much larger IMC puzzle. In fact, there are at least six limitations to the study that can be improved upon in future work.


The first limitation of the study is its focus on only two of the three basic assumptions of the IMC concept identified in the literature review: the delivery of consistent messages coordinated across multiple media. This narrow focus did not consider the third basic assumption: the presence of an ongoing dialogue between marketers and consumers. Future work on the IMC concept should attempt to incorporate this element into a testable research design. This may require a longitudinal approach that tests the effectiveness of IMC stimulus materials over a period of time and as part of an extended series of communications with test subjects, perhaps even in the context of their home environments. 


Second, the study, in its desire for focus and simplicity, limited itself to only four media: print advertising, a coupon, a direct mail piece, and a web page. The IMC literature suggests that these elements would be only four variables out of a much wider array of IMC media which would eventually need to be tested, including package design, pricing information, distribution patterns, and other promotional tools including broadcast advertising, public relations, direct marketing, and personal selling. This media selection limitation suggests an opportunity for future research to somehow incorporate these disparate media vehicles into a design that could measure the effects of a much more sophisticated IMC strategy employing stimuli from more than the four media included in the present study.


A third limitation is the test product selection. The study results beg the question: would the impact of an IMC strategy be equal, stronger, or weaker for products with low involvement, or high involvement? This product selection question suggests an opportunity for further research in this area, using a design incorporating different product categories with different levels of involvement.


A fourth limitation of this study is external validity. While some limited effects of IMC were observed under this study’s experimental conditions, external validity was weak because the controlled setting of the laboratory and the condensed exposure period did not replicate the environment in which consumers are exposed to real world IMC stimuli. These external validity limitations, however, suggest opportunities to pursue further research in the area that addresses some of the issues. Specifically, future work may be possible in the field, outside of the strictly controlled laboratory setting of this study. Another approach would be the expansion of the condensed time frame to a multiple testing technique similar to the one employed by Haugtvedt et al. (1994) in their study of the decay of attitude effects over time. Their experiment featured an initial exposure event, followed a week later by a follow-up session.


A fifth limitation is the simplistic dependent measure of brand attitude. Although this measure is commonly used by marketers, Fournier et al. (1998) argue that many firms’ efforts at building brand relationships with consumers are either insincere, or do not go far enough to address true consumer needs. They suggest that consumer satisfaction is actually a much more complex, context-dependent phenomenon that is very difficult to gauge using traditional measures like brand attitude scores. In this view, the brand attitude scores measured in this study should be seen as an overly simplistic attempt to measure the true effects, if they exist, of IMC. 
In response to this limitation, a more appropriate way to measure possible IMC effects would be to employ in-depth interviews as suggested by Fournier and Mick (1999) and Low and Lamb (2000). This technique could help provide a more complete measure of brand associations in subjects’minds than their responses to a simple semantic differential scale.  


A sixth limitation is the possibility that some visual aspect of the stimulus materials for the treatment vs. control conditions may have had an impact on the dependent measures, as noted earlier. Future research in this area should attempt to control for this possibility through the addition of a pretest phase of research where subjects are asked to rate the visual appeal of each piece of stimulus material. Items scoring extremely low or high on visual appeal could then be identified and the removed from the set of stimulus materials so as not to skew results. Ideally then, final sets of stimulus materials could then be employed that control not only for message theme, but also for visual appeal. 

In conclusion, this pilot study, while limited in its scope, nevertheless represents a first step in the process of introducing the use of experimental research into ongoing debate about the validity of the IMC concept. The study addresses the literature’s call for additional research in the field and, hopefully, will serve as a catalyst for the types of future research directions suggested above.
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         Experimental Procedure
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	Present 4 pieces of stimulus materials to subjects

1) Print ad

2) Coupon

3) Direct Mail Piece

4) Web Site
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 - product (beer/coffee) 

 - condition (treatment/control)
 - presentation order
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 - presentation order
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Appendix 1

Examples of Stimulus Materials
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