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Abstract

Visual imagery is one of the most important methods of communicating with consumers,

but scholars have generally neglected the role of different forms of visual imagery

(representational and abstract). Further, the motivation to engage with and process

representational versus abstract imagery has also remained underexamined despite the

important role that motivation, particularly stemming from regulatory focus, plays in the

consumer domain. Therefore, we demonstrate that prevention‐focused versus

promotion‐focused mindsets guide the interpretation of meanings conveyed by

representational versus abstract visual imagery as a nonverbal means to achieve

regulatory fit. Four experimental studies— including one controlled laboratory experiment

and one online behavioral response study—show that when representational imagery is

matched with a prevention‐focused and abstract imagery with a promotion‐focused

mindset or framed message, consumer outcomes are enhanced. Further, we find that

perceived risk mediates the results for those with a prevention focus and departure from

the status quo for those with a promotion focus.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Visual imagery is used in many forms by organizations as one of the

most important methods of communicating with consumers. A

cursory glance at various types of imagery used across many

platforms for visual media—advertising, social media, websites, store

signage, and package design, to name a few—yields an interesting

finding: some imagery appears more realistic (known as representa-

tional imagery) and others more abstract (i.e., depicting an augmented

or stylized perspective of objects). The use of representational visual

imagery is widely popular as realistic depictions of products and

experiences are the clearest and most direct means of showing visual

information (Burns et al., 1993; Rossiter & Percy, 1980).

However, organizations also make frequent use of abstract visual

imagery. For example, the BBC created an advertising campaign for the

2018 World Cup with abstract imagery, featuring an animated video

titled “theTapestry” of the best World Cup moments. The campaign was

wildly successful, setting a record for BBC across online and TV; the

campaign was even termed a work of art and cited as creating a new

standard for creative expression in advertising (Gibson, 2019; Webby

Awards, 2019). Louis Vuitton has had similar success blurring the

lines between art and commerce by turning various stores into art
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gallery/retailer hybrids. These hybrid stores often feature abstract art by

notable artists and have received wide praise by consumers and media

(Ferrell, 2019; Joy et al., 2014; Naiman, 2018; Silbert, 2019). McDonald's

is also capitalizing on the use of abstract imagery with its recent

advertising campaigns focusing on animated videos (Griner, 2019a) and

impressionist art (Griner, 2019b).

Organizations are not the only ones who use various forms of visual

imagery. Daily, consumers post images in both abstract and representa-

tional forms across social media platforms. Additionally, consumers have

begun to express their desire to alter images using augmented reality (AR)

to add abstract elements to photos via filters (Hall, 2017; Sallomi, 2018).

For example, SnapChat's AR lens studio houses over 400,000 lenses that

allow consumers to alter their photos (Talbot, 2019). The trend toward

altering photos to appear more abstract is likely to increase as younger

consumers, such as Gen Z, place high importance on digital creative

expression (JWT Intelligence and Snap, 2019).

Although both representational and abstract imagery are featured

prominently in marketing, research has only just begun to explore the

implications of these types of imagery for consumer behavior (Naletelich

& Paswan, 2018). Thus, an important question remains unaddressed:

what influences might consumer characteristics exert on responses to

these two types of imagery? Our goal is to initiate a stream of research on

this question by investigating a key element of consumer behavior—

motivation—and its relation to representational and abstract imagery.

Specifically, we rely on regulatory focus theory to explore the interplay

between motivation and responses to imagery types. While widely used

across marketing papers for the past several years (for a review, see

Higgins & Cornwell, 2016), regulatory focus still holds key attraction for

marketing scholars and managers. Importantly, consumers can be primed

into one of the two regulatory foci (a prevention focus or a promotion

focus), allowing managers the ability to appeal to consumer motivation

through message framing and achieve regulatory fit (Fazeli et al., 2020;

Florack & Scarabis, 2006; Higgins, 1997; Kareklas et al., 2012; Kim, 2006;

Lee & Aaker, 2004).

While much prior literature has focused on verbal means of

achieving regulatory fit, Motyka et al. (2014) found that nonverbal

routes to deliver information to different regulatory‐focused mind-

sets have a significantly stronger effect on consumer evaluations.

Further, recent work has examined regulatory fit with death‐related

imagery (Baek & Yoon, 2020), but nonverbal means of achieving

regulatory fit remain much less studied compared to verbal means,

and styles of imagery have not been examined in relation to

regulatory fit. Thus, through four experiments, our work bridges a

unique gap at this uninvestigated intersection.

2 | CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND

2.1 | Representational and abstract imagery

While representational imagery seeks to replicate reality by showing

objects as they appear in real life, abstract imagery distorts the

appearance of objects for symbolic or artistic purposes (Naletelich &

Paswan, 2018; Stokstad & Cothren, 2014). An image of an apple, for

example, would be representational if the apple appears the same in

the image as in real life. On the other hand, an abstract image of the

apple might use unusual colors (such as electric blue instead of the

natural reds and greens found in apples), feature altered lines or

dimensionality (such as the use of cubic or pixelated styles), or

possess reduced vividness of the imagery (as if viewing the apple

through a fogged window or rippled glass). Thus, representational

imagery offers the clearest picture of visual “reality” by depicting

objects in their concrete, natural states. Meanwhile, abstract imagery

removes objects from their natural state using elements of imagina-

tion and fantasy and is often designed to make artistic statements or

evoke certain emotional responses. As such, abstract imagery is more

creative in that it offers an inherent departure from the known and

conventional, whereas representational imagery is less creative by

seeking to preserve or document actual appearances.

Literature in art and psychology offers a variety of insights into

how consumers might respond to styles of imagery. Individuals tend

to respond differently to representational and abstract art due to a

variety of factors, which makes art preferences idiosyncratic (Bubic

et al. 2017; Schepman, Rodway, Pullen, 2015; Stokstad &

Cothren, 2014; Vessel & Rubin, 2010). Individual influences on these

preferences include personality (Chamorro‐Premuzic et al., 2009;

Feist & Brady, 2004; Furnham & Walker, 2001; Lyssenko et al., 2016;

Pietras & Czernecka, 2018), sensation seeking (Furnham &

Avison, 1997; Furnham & Bunyan, 1988), need for closure (Wiersema

et al., 2012), culture (Knapp & Wulff, 1963; Nanda et al., 2013),

memories (Heinrichs & Cupchik, 1985), and training and experience

(Nanda et al., 2013; Pietras & Czernecka, 2018). Further, preferences

for representational art are generally consistent across observers,

while abstract art receives a wider range of evaluations among

consumers due to its more nuanced, idiosyncratic, and interpretive

nature (i.e., Nadal et al., 2018; Schepman, Rodway, Pullen, 2015;

Sidhu et al., 2018; Uusitalo et al., 2012; Vessel & Rubin, 2010).

This rich stream of linkages to personality traits, individual

differences, and other effects has revealed important insights into

preferences for and responses to representational and abstract

images. However, to date, the marketing domain has offered few

insights into how consumers might respond to representational

versus abstract imagery in product‐related contexts. Naletelich and

Paswan (2018) found that purchase intentions are influenced

differently by abstract versus representational versus no art in a

store environment, and Ketron et al. (2021) found that these two

imagery styles affected purchase intentions more strongly for vice

(vs. virtue) foods. In another example, Hagtvedt and Patrick (2008)

found that the presence of high art on a product increased perceived

luxury; while the focus of this study was not on representational

versus abstract imagery, the art in question was not purely

representational. Despite these studies as well as those in art and

psychology, research has yet to explore the interplay between

representational and abstract imagery and motivational mindsets

(such as regulatory focus). We thus explore this interplay in the next

section.
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2.2 | Achieving regulatory fit with representational
and abstract imagery

When considering relevant mindsets in how consumers process or

interpret representational and abstract imagery, regulatory focus

offers a fruitful avenue of inquiry due to an inherent alignment with

what representational and abstract imagery can represent. According

to regulatory focus theory, humans are motivated to reach their goals

in one of two ways through either a prevention or a promotion focus

(Crowe & Higgins, 1997; Higgins, 1997, 1998). Importantly, prior

research has established a connection between construal level theory

and regulatory focus, such that prevention‐focused consumers

process information more locally, whereas promotion‐focused

consumers process more globally (Förster & Higgins, 2005;

Lee et al., 2009). As a result, prevention‐focused consumers are less

(and promotion‐focused consumers are more) creative (Baas

et al., 2011; Friedman & Förster, 2001). Therefore, from these

mindsets, prevention‐ and promotion‐focused consumers approach

information processing differently and likely interpret types of

imagery in variant ways based on those mindsets. In other words,

we posit that because prevention‐focused consumers think more

concretely and promotion‐focused consumers more abstractly, the

way that these consumers view, interpret, and respond to represen-

tational and abstract imagery are likely to differ from one another

because the natures of representational and abstract imagery mean

different things to individuals based on their regulatory focus.

In this vein, we argue that representational and abstract imagery

afford the opportunity to achieve regulatory fit. Regulatory fit theory

proposes that when information is presented in such a way as to

support and reinforce one's motivational mindset, persuasion is

enhanced (Avnet & Higgins, 2006; Cesario et al., 2008; Higgins &

Cornwell, 2016; Wang & Lee, 2006). Prior literature has extensively

documented regulatory fit effects across a variety of contexts. Most

of this prior work has focused on verbal means of achieving

regulatory fit, such as message framing, temporal framing/factors,

and informational cues. To a lesser extent, scholars have explored

nonverbal mechanisms for regulatory fit, including body language,

music, and visual elements, and a few works have combined verbal

and nonverbal cues to achieve regulatory fit.

Prior scholars have documented some visual means of achieving

regulatory fit, such as perspective in an ad (Zhang & Yang, 2015) or the

way a victim is portrayed in an ad (Zemack‐Rugar & Klucarova‐

Travani, 2018). Further, Roy and Phau (2014) examined how information

presented either analytically (i.e., textually) or visually aligns with

regulatory focus, and Zhu and Meyers‐Levy (2007) manipulated the

ambiguity of peripheral objects around a focal product in an advertise-

ment (all with representational images) to show that prevention‐focused

consumers engage in item‐specific elaboration and promotion‐focused

consumers in relational elaboration. Additionally, Lee et al. (2009)

examined the presence versus absence of metaphors and interpretive

aids, again using representational imagery.

To contribute to this avenue of literature, we argue that

regulatory fit can be achieved through different styles of visual

imagery (representational vs. abstract) and how these styles are

interpreted and assigned meaning based on regulatory focus. That is,

our investigation focuses on distinguishing or comparing the interpre-

tations of different styles of images in achieving regulatory fit. We

contend that the inherent meanings perceived and the responses to

representational versus abstract imagery between prevention‐ and

promotion‐focused consumers is based on these consumers' rela-

tionship with protecting versus moving beyond the status quo.

Namely, those with a prevention focus are concerned with protecting

the status quo and fear regressing below it (i.e., they want to avoid

moving from their current state of 0 to −1; Higgins, 2000; Idson

et al., 2000). As a result, prevention‐focused consumers are

motivated by their duties, obligations, and securities and actively

monitor their immediate environments for threats to the status quo.

In their diligence to monitor the external environment, prevention‐

focused consumers maintain a local and more analytical mindset,

which allows them to see potential threats easily and clearly (Förster

& Higgins, 2005; Lee et al., 2009; Roy & Phau, 2014). Further, the

characteristic of a local mindset coupled with having less cognitive

resources available due to threat assessment results in less creative

thought for those with a prevention focus (Baas et al., 2011; Förster

& Dannenberg, 2010; Friedman & Förster, 2001, 2002).

We argue that these characteristics will lead prevention‐focused

consumers to prefer representational as opposed to abstract imagery.

Imagery holds symbolic meaning (Scott, 1994) and tends to be

processed differently depending on whether it is representational

(more analytical) or abstract (more holistic; Uusitalo et al., 2012).

Thus, the clarity of representational imagery may symbolically be

viewed as a visual artifact or manifestation of the status quo (i.e.,

given that this type of imagery replicates visual reality). In this regard,

a viewer sees an object as it is, without any extraordinary means of

the product exceeding or moving beyond its current state. For

example, a naturally red or green apple is a safe, comfortable apple,

representing what an apple should be in consumers' minds. Unlike an

abstract apple, the representational apple poses no risk and offers

little, if any, subjective interpretability or symbolism—the imagery is

concrete and non‐threatening to conventionality.

Further, an abstract, as opposed to a representational image, is

likely seen as more creative given its departure from visual reality.

Creativity by its very nature diverges from what is known, which

includes an element of threat (Baas et al., 2011), and prevention‐

focused consumers' processing capabilities and preferences are not in

alignment with the more creative nature of abstract imagery.

Specifically, for prevention‐focused consumers, being motivated to

maintain the status quo increases their vigilance, which predisposes

them to think at a more concrete, local level and leads them to

approach stimuli (including imagery) with risk assessment in mind. As

such, because of this mindset, prevention‐focused consumers tend to

be less creative and are less drawn to creative interpretations of

objects (Baas et al., 2011; Friedman & Förster, 2001, 2002). Thus, for

prevention‐focused consumers, abstract imagery may be seen as

posing greater levels of inherent risk than representational imagery,

leading to more negative downstream consumer responses as
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prevention‐focused consumers seek to avoid risk deemed

unnecessary. By contrast, representational imagery, as a safer, less

creative depiction, offers lower risk, which should lead to more

positive consumer responses. In summary:

H1: Representational imagery leads to more positive consumer

responses among prevention‐focused consumers.

H2: For prevention‐focused consumers, perceived risk mediates

the relationship between imagery type and consumer responses, such

that representational (vs. abstract) imagery leads to lower perceived

risk, which leads to more positive consumer responses.

In contrast, promotion‐focused consumers are motivated by their

hopes, aspirations, and dreams, and seek opportunities to advance

beyond the status quo (i.e., move from their current state of 0 to +1;

Higgins, 2000; Idson et al., 2000). In their pursuit to do so, the

mindset of promotion‐focused consumers contains several key

elements which helps them to seek opportunities for advancement.

First, they maintain a more global mindset, which allows them to see

the bigger picture and potential avenues of divergence (Förster &

Higgins, 2005; Lee et al., 2009). Second, promotion‐focused

consumers tend to judge the external environment as relatively

benign, which frees up cognitive reserves to engage in creative

thought (Baas et al., 2011; Förster & Dannenberg, 2010; Friedman &

Förster, 2001, 2002). When engaging in creative thought, these

consumers tend use imagery‐based processing and a more abstract

thinking style (Roy & Phau, 2014; Zhu & Myers‐Levy 2007). Such a

processes allows them to find creative avenues to exceed the status

quo. Thus, it is not surprising that those with a promotion‐focus are

more creative and drawn to creative expressions (Baas et al., 2011).

Thus, we argue that these characteristics will lead promotion‐

focused consumers to prefer abstract as opposed to representational

imagery because abstract imagery represents a creative way to

exceed the status quo. Specifically, abstract imagery is inherently

more creative than representational imagery in that abstraction

represents what an object or scenario could be as opposed to how the

object or scenario is (Sternberg, 1999). As prior scholars have

demonstrated, abstract imagery is rich in symbolism rather than

focused on literal, direct, or functional depiction of objects (Naletelich

& Paswan, 2018; Schepman, Rodway, Pullen, 2015; Vessel &

Rubin, 2010), and because abstract imagery diverges from reality,

promotion‐focused consumers are likely to identify such imagery as

symbolizing an opportunity to move beyond the status quo. Given

this reasoning, we propose the following:

H3: Abstract imagery leads to more positive consumer responses

among promotion‐focused consumers.

H4: For promotion‐focused consumers, departure from the

status quo mediates the relationship between imagery type and

consumer responses, such that abstract (vs. representational) imagery

leads to a greater perception of departure from the status quo, which

leads to more positive consumer responses.

To be clear, we do not expect construal level or creativity to be

direct mediators in the proposed relationships between types of

imagery and consumer outcomes because construal level and

creativity are inherent to the different mindsets of prevention‐ and

promotion‐focused consumers. That is, these facets precede a

consumer's encounter with a representational or abstract image,

and it is through the lens built from the construal‐ and creativity‐

related aspects of the regulatory mindset that a consumer interprets

and responds to the given image. Therefore, representational

and abstract imagery are expected to align with prevention‐ and

promotion‐focused mindsets due to inherent construal‐ and

creativity‐related elements within those mindsets, not that construal

level or creativity are downstream variables affected by interactions

between regulatory focus and imagery types. Rather, we are

proposing that perceived risk and departure from the status quo

are the operative mediators as these variables are activated when the

type of imagery aligns with the traits of the consumer's regulatory

mindset due to how that mindset interprets the style of imagery.

3 | OVERVIEW OF STUDIES

Study 1a tests the interaction of primed regulatory focus and imagery

type predicted in H1 and H3 within a controlled laboratory setting

using website manipulations for a fictitious coffee shop (Barista). To

increase managerial relevance, Study 1b generalizes the findings

using regulatory focus message framing and data collected during a

field experiment. Specifically, a social media campaign was run for a

fictitious real estate company using Facebook's advertising platform.

The study proceeded in two stages: the first stage involved a pretest

of the created ads, and the second stage involved a paid advertising

campaign testing the effectiveness of the ads on Facebook.

Study 2 seeks to replicate Study 1a in a different context (a

fictitious eyeglasses store called Eye See) and tests the dual

mediation proposed in H2 and H4. Further, the imagery in Study 1a

includes manipulations of the interior of the coffee shop and

beverages sold, whereas in Study 2, the imagery manipulation

involves a piece of artwork hanging on the interior of the retail

store. Regulatory focus is induced using two different manipulations

across the studies to increase validity and reliability.

Like Study 1b, Study 3 uses message framing but extends the

prior studies in several ways. First, an additional outcome variable

relevant to the product (making better health decisions) is tested,

which in this study was a real brand (Boxed Water). Namely, because

the product in Study 3 is healthy (drinking water), the drive to

consume more water as a healthy behavior should be a natural

consumer outcome. Further, the inclusion of such an outcome seeks

to demonstrate the robustness of effects beyond the purchase.

Second, the imagery manipulation in Study 3 involves a social media

post. Further, a follow‐up study (reported in Supporting Information:

Web Appendix A) using the same stimuli from Study 2 tests multiple

potential alternative explanations that could account for the effects,

including creativity and modernity (both associated with abstract art,

which could spill over into abstract imagery); saturation and

brightness (which tend to shift when representational images are

abstracted); affect (given potential differences in preference for

abstract imagery, it is possible that depending upon one's regulatory

582 | NALETELICH ET AL.



focus affect could shift) and processing fluency and arousal (given

that objects in abstract images may be more difficult to discern,

which could reduce processing fluency and increase arousal).

4 | STUDY 1A

4.1 | Participants and procedure

In exchange for course credit, 236 undergraduates participated in a 2

(regulatory focus: promotion vs. prevention) by 2 (imagery type:

representational vs. abstract) between‐subjects lab study. Using the

focal dependent variable of wilingness to pay (WTP), seven outliers

(i.e., exceeded three standard deviations) were identified and

removed. Additionally, six participants failed an attention check

question. The final sample consisted of 223 undergraduates (103

males and 120 females; median age = 18–24) with observations per

cell as follows: prevention/representational = 54, prevention/

abstract = 56, promotion/representational = 56, and promotion/

abstract = 57.

Participants arrived at the lab and were first induced into either a

prevention‐ or promotion‐focused mindset. They were then informed

that an artisanal handcrafted beverage house, called Barista, was

opening nearby and were asked to examine Barista's webpage

carefully. Respondents were randomly shown a webpage for Barista

that contained either representational or abstract images but did not

differ in other contents. After examining the webpage, dependent

variables and control measures were then administered. Finally,

participants were thanked and left the lab.

4.2 | Independent variables

4.2.1 | Regulatory focus

Consistent with previous research (Cornwell & Higgins, 2016), a

prevention (promotion) focus was manipulated by asking participants

to write about their duties and obligations (hopes and aspirations).

4.2.2 | Type of imagery

Two websites were created using Wix for the purpose of the study. The

websites contained various sections describing Barista, a menu, and either

representational or abstract imagery (Figure 1). To create the abstract

imagery, the representational photos were abstracted using photo editing

software to keep the content and colors as consistent as possible to the

representational images to minimize potential confounds.

4.3 | Dependent variables

4.3.1 | WTP

Participants indicated their WTP for a beverage at Barista in dollars

and cents.

4.3.2 | Manipulation checks

To ensure the regulatory focus manipulation was successful

(Cornwell & Higgins, 2016), participants indicated to what extent

they thought about their “duties and obligations/hopes and aspira-

tions” and “responsibilities/accomplishments” as they were writing

(interitem correlation = 0.73). To ensure the imagery manipulation

was successful, respondents answered four items to indicate whether

they thought the images displayed on the webpage were more

concrete/abstract, detailed/broad, specific/general, and direct/

indirect (Aggarwal & Law, 2005; α = 0.77). All manipulation check

items were measured along a seven‐point semantic differential scale.

4.4 | RESULTS

4.4.1 | Manipulation checks

The regulatory focus manipulation items were averaged, and participants

in the prevention‐focused condition indicated they thought more about

F IGURE 1 Example of image manipulations on the landing page (representational vs. abstract) in Study 1a
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their duties, obligations, and responsibilities (M=1.80, standard deviation

[SD] = 1.13), whereas those in the promotion‐focused condition reported

a significantly stronger leaning toward hopes, dreams, and aspirations

(M=5.06, SD=1.55; F (1, 221) = 320.805; p<0.001; ηp
2 =0.59). The

items for the imagery manipulation were averaged, and results indicated

that the webpage images in the abstract condition were viewed as

significantly more abstract than the representational webpage images

(MAbstract = 4.10; SD=1.40 vs. MRepresentational = 3.12; SD=1.11; F (1,

221) = 33.70; p<0.01; ηp
2 =0.13).

4.4.2 | Main effects and interaction

There was not a main effect for imagery type (F [1, 219] = 0.07;

p = 0.79) or regulatory focus (F [1, 219] = 0.05; p = 0.82) on WTP.

However, the interaction of regulatory focus and imagery type on

WTP was significant (F [1, 219] = 9.94; p < 0.01; ηp
2 = 0.04; Figure 1),

with an observed power of 0.88. Those with a prevention focus had

significantly greater WTP in the representational imagery condition

(M = $4.85; SD = $1.68) versus the abstract imagery condition

(M = $4.22; SD = $1.70; F (1, 219) = 4.10; p = 0.04; ηp
2 = 0.02). In

contrast, those with a promotion focus had significantly greater WTP

in the abstract imagery condition (M = $4.95; SD = $1.52) versus the

representational imagery condition (M = $4.21; SD = $1.61; F (1,

219) = 5.94; p = 0.02; ηp
2 = 0.03) Figure 2.

4.5 | Study 1a discussion

Study 1a confirmed the prediction that promotion‐focused

(prevention‐focused) consumers exhibit higher WTP for a product

when the associated imagery utilized is abstract (representational),

consistent with H1 and H3.

5 | STUDY 1B

5.1 | Pretest procedure and results

5.1.1 | Procedure

Four ads were created for the field test (message frame: promotion

focus vs. prevention focus by imagery type: representational vs.

abstract). The prevention‐focused ad included the text, “Looking for a

home? Find your safe space,” and the ad caption stated, “Avoid risks

and find your safe space.” In contrast, the promotion‐focused ad

included the text, “Looking for a home? Find your dream space,” and

the ad caption stated, “Reach higher and find your dream space.”

Next, to create the images, a representational image was first

selected and then abstracted by applying a filter (Figure 3).

Once the ads were created, they were next pretested to ensure

the message framing and imagery manipulations were adequate

for the field test. Eighty‐eight MTurk panelists were exposed to one of

the four ads and were asked to rate the extent to which the ads made

them think about promotion‐ or prevention‐focused goals in addition to

rating their impressions of the image. Three items measured along a

seven‐point semantic differential scale captured the message framing

manipulation (Avoiding a negative outcome/Achieving a position

outcome; Not falling behind/Advancing beyond; Safety and security/

Hopes and aspirations; α=0.89), and the same four items used in the

prior studies captured the image manipulation (Concrete/Abstract;

Detailed/Broad; Specific/General; Direct/Indirect; α=0.87)

5.1.2 | Manipulation checks

The three items measuring message framing were averaged, such

that a lower number indicated a stronger prevention‐focused frame

and a higher number a stronger promotion‐focused frame. ANOVA

showed a significant difference between the prevention (M = 3.87)

and promotion (M = 5.80) message frames (F [1, 87] = 37.42; p < 0.01;

ηp
2= 0.29). The art manipulation was also significant as the

abstract imagery in the ad was viewed as being significantly more

abstract (M = 3.98) than the representational imagery (M = 2.68;

F (1, 87) = 19.13; p < 0.01; ηp
2 = 0.16).

5.2 | Field‐test procedure

5.2.1 | Design and participants

A 2 (message frame: promotion focus vs. prevention focus) by 2

(imagery type: representational vs. abstract) field experiment was run

using Facebook advertising. The Facebook audience created for the

campaign consisted of consumers located in the United States aged

25–65+ with at least one of the following interests: first‐time buyer,

first‐time homebuyer grant, house hunting, just married, property

finder, relocation, Trulia, and Zillow. Finally, given that the
F IGURE 2 Interaction of regulatory focus and webpage imagery
on WTP (Study 1a)
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advertisement had a photo of a child, we further narrowed our

audience to focus on parents to enhance targeting relevance, in line

with how managers make social media advertising decisions.

According to Facebook, our created audience had an estimated size

of 3,800,000 people.

5.2.2 | Procedure

Using Facebook's advertising platform, a split (A/B) test was created with

the objective of increasing traffic using the four different ads previously

described. A split test allows for the reliable comparison of different

versions of an ad by keeping all factors constant (placement, audience,

etc.) aside from those specifically chosen to be manipulated. In this case,

we manipulated the creative elements of the ad (imagery type) and the

message (message frame). The split test was optimized for number of

clicks as we wanted to track the cost per click (CPC) across the four

different ads. CPC was chosen as a commonly used metric in the

advertising industry to measure ad efficiency and performance (Face-

book, 2021; O'Neill, 2010; Wishpond, 2014).

The split test had a total budget of $300 ($75 per advertisement)

and was set to run for 10 days. Given that the test was optimized for

number of clicks, the budget was only charged when a consumer

clicked on the ad (i.e., CPC). The CPC is determined using automatic

bidding based upon Facebook's algorithm, which considers ad space

at the time of click.

5.3 | Field test results

5.3.1 | Main effects and interaction

Facebook tracks the average CPC for each ad daily. Using the

average daily CPC, a univariate GLM with message framing and type

of imagery as the independent variables and CPC as the dependent

variable revealed a significant interaction (F [1, 35] = 10.04; p < 0.01;

ηp
2= 0.22; Figure 4), with an observed power of 0.87. Specifically,

there was no direct effect of either message framing (F [1, 35] = 0.06;

p = 0.81) or imagery type (F [1, 35] = 0.49; p = 0.49) on CPC.

However, within the prevention‐framed condition, CPC was margin-

ally less (at a confidence interval of 90%) in the representational

imagery condition (M = $1.06; SD = $0.23) versus the abstract

imagery condition (M = $1.25; SD = $0.13; F [1, 35] = 2.97; p = 0.09;

ηp
2= 0.08). In contrast, within the promotion‐framed condition, CPC

was significantly less in the abstract imagery condition (M = $1.00;

SD = $0.26) versus the representational imagery condition

(M = $1.28; SD = $0.27; F [1, 35] = 7.68; p = 0.01; ηp
2 = 0.18).

5.4 | Study 1b discussion

Study 1b increased managerial relevance by testing the interactive

effects of prevention‐ versus promotion‐focused message framing

and imagery types within a field setting using Facebook's advertising

platform. The field study found that an advertisement framed as

prevention‐focused (promotion‐focused) results in a significantly

F IGURE 3 Image manipulations used in Facebook advertising campaign (representational vs. abstract) in Study 1b

F IGURE 4 Interaction of message frame and ad imagery on cost
per click (CPC) in Study 1b
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lower CPC when accompanied by a representational (abstract) image,

providing field support for H1 and H3.

6 | STUDY 2

6.1 | Participants and procedure

Three hundred nineteen panelists from Prolific Academic participated

in a 2 (regulatory focus: promotion vs. prevention) by 3 (imagery type:

control vs. representational vs. abstract) between‐subjects study. As

in Study 1a, using the focal dependent variable of WTP, nine outliers

(i.e., exceeded three standard deviations) were identified and

removed. Additionally, seven participants failed an attention check

question. The final sample consisted of 303 participants (141 males,

158 females, and 4 others; median age range = 18–24) with

observations per cell as follows: prevention/representational = 53,

prevention/abstract = 53, prevention/control = 43, promotion/

representational = 50, promotion/abstract = 49, and promotion/

control = 55.

Participants were first induced into either a prevention‐ or

promotion‐focused mindset. They were then introduced to a retail

store called Eye See that specialized in eyeglasses and were

instructed to imagine that they were shopping for a new pair of

glasses (to increase validity, participants were informed that the

glasses could have been either prescription glasses or sunglasses).

Respondents were then randomly shown the interior of Eye See

either containing a piece of art on the wall (Figure 5) in representa-

tional or abstract form or containing no art (i.e., the control

condition). After examining the interior of the store, participants

then responded to dependent variables and demographic questions.

6.2 | Independent variables

6.2.1 | Regulatory focus

Compared to that of Study 1a, a more robust manipulation of

regulatory focus was administered. Following prior research (Lee &

Aaker, 2004), a promotion (prevention) focus was manipulated by

asking participants to first write about their past hopes, aspirations,

and dreams (or duties, obligations, and responsibilities). Next, they

were instructed to write about their current hopes, aspirations, and

dreams (or duties, obligations, and responsibilities).

F IGURE 5 Art manipulations (control, representational, and abstract) in Study 2
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6.2.2 | Type of art

The store interior of Eye See was displayed to all participants. In the

imagery present conditions, the art depicted a pair of sunglasses in

either representational or abstract form. The control condition

displayed a blank wall with no art.

6.3 | Dependent variables

6.3.1 | WTP

Participants indicated their WTP for a pair of glasses at Eye See in

dollars and cents.

6.3.2 | Departure from the status quo

Participants were asked to indicate their agreement with the

following items regarding the visuals in Eye See: “The image makes

it easy to lose myself in thoughts of the product,” “The image takes

me into another world,” and “The image helps me get away from my

current state” (α = 0.88).

6.3.3 | Perceived risk

Participants were asked if shopping at Eye See seemed like a “safe bet/

risky bet,” “good investment/bad investment,” “stable choice/unstable

choice,” and “safe purchase/risky purchase” (α=0.89). The scale items

were inspired by Stone and Grønhaug (1993) and Laroche et al. (2005).

6.3.4 | Manipulation checks

To ensure the regulatory focus manipulation was successful (Lee &

Aaker, 2004), participants indicated if they wanted to “do what is

right/do what I want,” “pay back my loans/take a trip around the

world,” and “do whatever it takes for me to keep my promises/go

wherever my heart takes me” (α = 0.75). To ensure the imagery

manipulation was successful, the same items as the previous studies

were administered to those in the representational and abstract

conditions (α = 0.70).

6.4 | Results

6.4.1 | Manipulation checks

The manipulation check items for regulatory focus were again averaged.

Participants in the prevention‐focused condition (M=2.86, SD=1.30)

reported a significantly stronger leaning toward the prevention‐focused

end of the scale than those in the promotion‐focused condition (M=4.10,

SD=1.55; F (1, 301) = 57.286; p<0.001; ηp
2 =0.16). The items for the

imagery manipulation were averaged and compared for the representa-

tional and abstract conditions (two conditions' n=205), and the art on the

wall in the abstract condition was viewed as significantly more abstract

than the representational art (MAbstract = 2.72; SDAbstract = 1.20 vs.

MReprentational = 3.96; SDReprentational = 1.00; F (1, 203) = 64.22; p<0.01;

ηp
2=0.24).

6.4.2 | Main effects and interaction

There was not a main effect for imagery type (F [2, 297] = 0.01;

p = 0.99) or regulatory focus (F [1, 297] = 0.01; p = 0.91) on WTP.

However, the interaction of regulatory focus and imagery type on

WTP was significant (F [2, 297] = 6.59; p < 0.01; ηp
2 = 0.05; Figure 6),

with an observed power of 0.91.

For those with a prevention focus, there were significant differences

among the three conditions (F [2, 297] = 3.10; p=0.05; ηp
2 =0.02), with

similar results for those with a promotion focus (F [2, 297] = 3.49;

p=0.03; ηp
2 =0.02). Specifically, prevention‐focused consumers had

significantly greater WTP within the representational (M=$121.51;

SD=$72.24) versus the abstract condition (M=$88.02; SD=72.41;

p=0.02). Conversely, promotion‐focused consumers had significantly

greater WTP within the abstract (M=$128.84; SD=$73.80) versus

representational condition (M=$92.00; SD=$66.41; p=0.01).

Meanwhile, for prevention‐focused consumers, there was a

marginally significant difference between the control (M = $114.77;

SD = $68.65) versus the abstract condition (p = 0.07), while there was

not a significant difference between the representational versus

control condition (p = 0.65). Further, for promotion‐focused consum-

ers, there was a significant difference between the abstract versus

control condition (M = $100.53; SD = $80.63; p = 0.05), but there was

not a significant difference between the representational versus

control condition (p = 0.55).

F IGURE 6 Interaction of regulatory focus and art on WTP
(Study 2)
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6.4.3 | Moderated mediation of risk and departure
from the status quo

The control condition was not included in the mediation analysis due

to the nonsignificant difference between regulatory focus on WTP

within the control condition (F [1, 297]) = 0.93; p = 0.34). The

mediation analysis proceeded in two stages. The first stage assessed

the interaction of imagery and regulatory focus on risk and departure

from the status quo. Multivariate GLM revealed a significant

interaction on risk (F [1, 201] = 8.91; p < 0.01; ηp
2 = 0.04). Specifically,

those with a prevention focus viewed Eye See as being significantly

riskier when abstract art (M = 3.68; SD = 1.50) versus representa-

tional art (M = 2.85; SD = 1.31; F [1, 201] = 10.16; p < 0.01; ηp
2 = 0.05)

was present. However, there was not a significant difference

between the representational (M = 3.19; SD = 1.35; F [1,

201] = 1.15; p = 0.29) and abstract (M = 2.90; SD = 1.18) conditions

for those with a promotion focus.

Further, multivariate GLM revealed a significant interaction on

departure from the status quo (F [1, 201 = 4.59; p = 0.03; ηp
2 = 0.02).

Those with a promotion focus were able to engage in departure from

the status quo significantly more in the presence of abstract art

(M = 4.09; SD = 1.49) versus representational art (M = 3.21; SD =

1.45; F [1, 201] = 9.00; p < 0.01; ηp
2 = 0.04). However, there was not a

significant difference between the representational (M = 3.44; SD =

1.51) and abstract (M = 3.45; SD = 1.39; F [1, 201] < 0.01; p = 0.98)

conditions for those with a prevention focus.

In the second stage, PROCESS Model 8 (Hayes, 2017; 90%

confidence interval [CI] and 5000 bootstrapped samples)

assessed imagery type as the independent variable, regulatory

focus as the moderator, risk and departure from the status quo as

competing mediators, and WTP as the dependent variable. At a

90% CI, the results confirmed moderated mediation for risk

(index = 19.22; SE = 7.90; CI = 7.78–33.67). Namely, the interac-

tion of imagery and regulatory focus predicted risk (effect =

−1.12; SE = 0.37; CI = −1.74 to −0.50), and risk significantly

predicted WTP (effect = −17.17; SE = 3.57; CI = −23.07 to

−11.28). Further, the indirect effect was not significant for those

with a promotion focus (effect = 4.96; SE = 4.57; CI = −2.00 to

12.81) but was significant for those with a prevention focus

(effect = −14.26; SE = 5.74; CI = −24.54 to −5.85).

The results at a 90% CI also confirmed moderated mediation for

departure from the status quo (index = 6.27; SE = 4.67;

CI = 0.31–14.95). Namely, the interaction of art and regulatory focus

predicted departure from the status quo (effect = 0.88; SE = 0.41;

CI = 0.20–1.55), and departure from the status quo significantly

predicted WTP (effect = 7.16; SE = 3.27; CI = 1.75–12.57). Addition-

ally, the indirect effect was not significant for those with a prevention

focus (effect = 0.05; SE = 2.24; CI = −3.43 to 4.02) but was significant

for those with a promotion focus (effect = 6.31; SE = 4.24;

CI = 0.79–14.22). Cumulatively, the results confirmed moderated

mediation with perceived risk among those with a prevention focus

and with departure from the status quo among those with a

promotion focus.

6.5 | Discussion

Study 2 confirmed the predictions of H1 and H3 and validated the

findings of Study 1a in a new context. Further, the results found that

perceived risk (departure from the status quo) mediates the

relationship between imagery type and WTP for prevention‐

focused (promotion‐focused) consumers, in support of H2 and H4.

7 | STUDY 3

7.1 | Participants and procedure

Two hundred forty panelists from Prolific Academic participated in a

2 (regulatory focus: promotion vs. prevention) by 2 (imagery type:

representational vs. abstract) between‐subjects study. Using the focal

dependent variable of WTP, eight outliers (i.e., exceeded three

standard deviations) were identified and removed. Additionally, eight

participants failed an attention check question. The final sample

consisted of 224 participants (101 males, 122 females, and 1 other;

median age = 33) with observations per cell as follows: prevention/

representational = 61, prevention/abstract = 57, promotion/repre-

sentational = 55, and promotion/abstract = 51.

Panelists were first instructed that a non‐fictitious company called

Boxed Water was seeking input on a social media post and were then

exposed to one of four social media posts that included either a

prevention or promotion framed message and either a representational or

abstract image. After exposure to the social media post, dependent

variables and demographic questions were then administered.

7.2 | Independent variables

7.2.1 | Regulatory focus

Drawing inspiration from prior scholars (Higgins, 1997; Kim, 2006), the

prevention‐framed posts highlighted prevention‐focused goals (i.e., not

falling behind, protection, and avoiding negative outcomes) and stated,

“Failing to drink plenty of water can lead to poor health, less energy, and

inferior performance on challenging tasks. Think of all that you can lose

by not drinking enough water. Don't fall behind. Get your Boxed Water

today!” The promotion‐framed message highlighted promotion‐focused

goals (i.e., advancing beyond, enhancement, and achieving positive

outcomes) and stated, “Drinking plenty of water can lead to good health,

higher energy, and better performance on challenging tasks. Think of all

that you can gain by drinking more water. Advance beyond. Get your

Boxed Water today!”

7.2.2 | Type of imagery

To manipulate type of imagery, the social media posts contained

either a representational or abstract image (Figure 7).
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7.3 | Dependent variables

7.3.1 | WTP

Participants indicated their WTP for a carton of water in dollars and

cents.

7.3.2 | Better health decisions

Participants responded to three items (α = 0.93) to indicate desire to

make better health decisions: “In response to the social media post, I

want to…[make better health decisions”], [“be more careful with my

health”], and [“drink more water”]. Items were measured along a

seven‐point Likert scale with endpoints strongly disagree to strongly

agree.

7.3.3 | Mediators

Departure from the status quo (α = 0.92) and perceived risk (α = 0.93)

were measured using the same items as the prior study.

7.3.4 | Manipulation checks

To ensure the regulatory focus manipulation was successful, partici-

pants indicated to what extent the social media post made them think

about “Losses from not drinking Boxed Water/Gains from drinking

Boxed Water,” “How Boxed Water can prevent me from falling

behind/How BoxedWater can help me advance,” and “Maintaining my

current state/Achieving a better state” (α = 0.77). To ensure the

imagery manipulation was successful, the same items as the previous

studies were administered to those in the representational and

abstract conditions (α = 0.77). All manipulation check items were

measured along a seven‐point semantic differential scale.

7.4 | Results

7.4.1 | Manipulation checks

Participants in the prevention‐focused condition (M = 3.13, SD =

0.86) once again indicated a significantly stronger leaning toward the

prevention‐focused end of the scale average than those in the

promotion‐focused condition (M = 5.18, SD = 0.91; F [1, 222]=

299.717; p < 0.001; ηp
2 = 0.57). The items for the imagery manipula-

tion were averaged, and the abstract image was viewed as

significantly more abstract than the representational image

(MRepresentational = 3.38, SDRepresentational = 1.32 vs. MAbstract = 4.18,

SDAbstract = 1.69; F [1, 222] = 22.79; p < 0.01; ηp
2 = 0.09).

7.4.2 | Main effects and interactions

There was not a main effect for imagery type (F [1, 220] < 0.01;

p = 0.97) or regulatory framing (F [1, 220] = 0.37; p = 0.54) on WTP.

Similarly, there was no main effect for imagery type (F [1, 220] < 0.01;

p = 0.99) or framing (F [1, 220] = 0.42; p = 0.52) on desire to make

better health decisions. However, the interaction of framing and

imagery type on WTP (F [1, 220] = 10.46; p < 0.01; ηp
2 = 0.05;

observed power = 0.90) and desire to make better health decisions

(F [1, 220] = 8.60; p < 0.01; ηp
2 = 0.04; observed power = 0.83;

Figure 8) was significant (Wilks' Λ = 0.94). For the prevention‐

framed social media post, consumers had significantly greater WTP

(MRepresentational = $1.91; SD = $1.19; vs. MAbstract = $1.44; SD = $1.05;

F [1, 220] = 5.64; p = 0.02; ηp
2 = 0.03) and desire to make better health

decisions (MRepresentational = 5.25; SD = 1.22; vs. MAbstract = 4.78; SD =

1.26; F [1, 220] = 4.49; p = 0.04; ηp
2 = 0.02) when the message

contained representational imagery. In contrast, for the promotion‐

framed social media post, consumers had significantly greater WTP

(MAbstract = $2.00; SD = $1.15; vs. MRepresentational = $1.53; SD = $0.92;

F [1, 220] = 4.86; p = 0.03; ηp
2 = 0.02) and desire to make better

health decisions (MAbstract = 5.36; SD= 0.92; vs. MRepresentational = 4.88;

F IGURE 7 Image manipulations used in social media post (representational vs. abstract) in Study 3
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SD= 1.33; F [1, 220] = 4.13; p = 0.04; ηp
2 = 0.02) when the message

contained abstract imagery.

7.4.3 | Moderated mediation of risk and departure
from the status quo for WTP and desire to make better
health decisions

Themediation analysis proceeded in three stages. The first stage assessed

the interaction of imagery and message framing on risk and departure

from the status quo. Multivariate GLM revealed a significant interaction

on risk (F [1, 220] = 4.23; p=0.04; ηp
2 =0.02). Specifically, the prevention‐

framed message was viewed as being significantly riskier when the post

contained abstract imagery (M=3.08; SD=1.39) versus representational

imagery (M=3.94; SD=1.64; F [1, 220] = 10.70; p<0.01; ηp
2 =0.05) was

present. However, there was not a significant difference between the

representational (M=3.07; SD=1.34; F [1, 220] = 0.07; p=0.79) and

abstract (M=3.14; SD=1.30) conditions for the promotion‐framed

message.

Similarly, multivariate GLM revealed a significant interaction on

departure from the status quo (F [1, 220] = 4.30; p = 0.04; ηp
2 = 0.02).

Specifically, those who viewed the promotion‐focused message were

able to engage in departure from the status quo significantly more

when the post contained abstract imagery (M = 3.41; SD = 1.61)

versus representational imagery (M = 2.72; SD = 1.53; F [1, 220] =

5.18; p = 0.02; ηp
2 = 0.02). However, there was not a significant

difference between the representational (M = 2.99; SD = 1.61) and

abstract (M = 2.82; SD = 1.48; F [1, 220] = 0.37; p = 0.54) conditions

for the prevention‐framed message.

In the second stage, PROCESS Model 8 (Hayes, 2017; 95% CI and

5000 bootstrapped samples) assessed imagery type as the independent

variable, message framing as the moderator, risk and departure from the

status quo as competing mediators, andWTP as the dependent variable.

The results confirmed moderated mediation for risk (index = 0.18;

SE = 0.09; CI = 0.01–0.38). Namely, the interaction of imagery and

message framing predicted risk (effect = −0.79; SE = 0.38; CI = −1.54 to

−0.03), and risk significantly predicted WTP (effect = −0.22; SE = 0.04;

CI = −0.31 to −0.14). Further, the indirect effect was not significant for

the promotion‐framed message (effect = −0.02; SE = 0.06; CI = −0.13 to

0.10) but was significant for the prevention‐framed message (effect =

−0.19; SE = 0.08; CI = −0.36 to −0.06).

Likewise, the results also confirmed moderated mediation for

departure from the status quo (index =0.27; SE =0.14; CI = 0.02–0.56).

Namely, the interaction of imagery and message framing predicted

departure from the status quo (effect = 0.87; SE = 0.42; CI = 0.04–1.69),

and departure from the status quo significantly predicted WTP (effect =

0.31; SE = 0.04; CI = 0.23–0.39). Additionally, the indirect effect was not

significant for the prevention‐framed message (effect =−0.05; SE =0.09;

CI =−0.24 to 0.11) but was significant for the promotion‐framed message

(effect = 0.21; SE = 0.10; CI = 0.03–0.43).

In the third stage, the same model assessed desire to make better

health decisions as the outcome, with all other variables held in place.

The results confirmed moderated mediation for risk (index = 0.15;

SE = 0.10; CI = 0.01–0.38). The interaction on risk was the same as

that in the paragraph above, and risk significantly predicted desire to

make better health decisions (effect = −0.19; SE = 0.05; CI = −0.30 to

−0.09). Further, the indirect effect was not significant for the

promotion‐framed message (effect = −0.01; SE = 0.05; CI = −0.12 to

0.09) but was significant for the prevention‐framed message

(effect = −0.17; SE = 0.08; CI = −0.36 to −0.04).

Similarly, the results confirmed moderated mediation for depar-

ture from the status quo (index = 0.21; SE = 0.12; CI = 0.01–0.46).

The interaction on departure from the status quo was the same as

that in the paragraph above, and departure from the status quo

F IGURE 8 Interaction of message framing (prevention vs. promotion focus) and imagery on WTP and intentions to make better health
decisions (Study 3)
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significantly predicted desire to make better health decisions

(effect = 0.25; SE = 0.05; CI = 0.15–0.34). Additionally, the indirect

effect was not significant for the prevention‐framed message

(effect = −0.04; SE = 0.07; CI = −0.19 to 0.09) but was significant for

the promotion‐framed message (effect = 0.17; SE = 0.08;

CI = 0.02–0.36). Cumulatively, the results confirmed moderated

mediation with risk for the prevention‐framed message and with

departure from the status quo for the promotion‐framed message.

7.4.4 | Alternative explanations

The listed alternative explanations in the overview of studies

(creativity, modernity, saturation, brightness, processing fluency,

affect, and arousal) were measured and tested in a follow‐up study

using the same stimuli from Study 2. The results of that follow‐up

study indicated that none of the alternative explanations adequately

account for the effects of regulatory focus and imagery type on the

outcomes. Please refer to Supporting Information: Web Appendix A

for more details on this analysis.

7.5 | Discussion

Study 3 replicated the findings of prior studies with a real brand and an

additional outcome (desire to make better health decisions), supporting

H1–4, and ruled out creativity, modernity, saturation, brightness, proces-

sing fluency, affect, and arousal as alternative explanations in a follow‐up

study using the same stimuli from the main study.

8 | GENERAL DISCUSSION

The four studies above validate the prediction that prevention‐focused

consumers respond better to representational imagery and promotion‐

focused consumers to abstract imagery, including higher purchase

intentions, WTP, and willingness to make better health decisions. We

also find in Study 3 (the Facebook field study) that organizations can be

more efficient with their posts (i.e., lower CPC) by aligning regulatory

frames with their congruent types of imagery. Further, we find that

perceived risk (i.e., abstract imagery is perceived as riskier than

representational) mediates the results for prevention‐focused consumers,

whereas departure from the status quo (i.e., abstract imagery represents

greater movement beyond the status quo) mediates the results for

promotion‐focused consumers. Several implications follow.

8.1 | Theoretical implications

First, ours is the first work to our knowledge to document regulatory

fit effects with types of imagery—namely, representational versus

abstract imagery. As such, our work builds upon prior scholarship

(Avnet & Higgins, 2006; Cesario et al., 2008; Higgins &

Cornwell, 2016; Wang & Lee, 2006) to advance the literature on

regulatory fit effects beyond semantic information into an untapped

domain of the visual realm (types of imagery). Given that interpreta-

tions of imagery are important to consumer responses, we thus

contribute to expanding knowledge of how regulatory mindsets can

affect how consumers respond to representational and abstract

imagery. While our findings are important in isolation, our results also

represent a starting point for exploring methods of manipulating

visual imagery and other non‐verbal cues to achieve fit with mindsets

such as those stemming from regulatory focus. As such, we answer

the call to explore new methods of attaining regulatory fit beyond

message framing (Cesario et al., 2008).

Second, and similarly, to the best of our knowledge, we are the first

to demonstrate a connection between regulatory focus and types of

imagery. This connection builds on how regulatory mindsets can influence

consumer processing by a) testing specific types of imagery that have

important influences on consumer responses and b) demonstrating that

those mindsets influence not only upstream processing but also

downstream interpretations of visual imagery. As such, our work extends

that of Roy and Phau (2014), who examined how information presented

either analytically or visually aligns with regulatory focus, and Zhu and

Meyers‐Levy (2007), who found that prevention‐focused consumers

engage in item‐specific elaboration and promotion‐focused consumers in

relational elaboration.While those works focused on styles of information

processing, our work deals with how regulatory mindsets can alter the

lens of interpretation that consumers apply to representational and

abstract imagery, which subsequently affects their responses to imagery

in markedly different ways.

Third, the present work also responds to the call by Bulmer and

Buchanan‐Oliver (2006) to investigate how the visual rhetoric of forms of

imagery can be uniquely appropriated to influence and persuade distinct

groups or segments of consumer audiences. In that vein, our work ties

regulatory focus to visual imagery as a form of communication. More

specifically, we show that representational and abstract imagery are

linked to consumer motivation, which has important consequences for

the use of imagery types in products, packaging, signage, and other visual

elements. Importantly, the relationship between motivation and these

types of imagery are not restricted to regulatory focus, nor are they

relegated to the tested contexts above. Rather, other domains of

motivation should also importantly align with representational versus

abstract imagery, as these types of imagery can boost consumer

perceptions of goal achievement (or loss avoidance).

Fourth, we extend the link between regulatory focus and types

of imagery beyond initial relationships with construal level (Förster &

Higgins, 2005; Lee et al., 2009) and creativity (Baas et al., 2011;

Friedman & Förster, 2001) to demonstrate why prevention and

promotion‐focus consumers respond more favorably to one type of

imagery over the other. Specifically, prevention‐focused consumers

favor representational (vs. abstract) imagery because these consum-

ers think more locally and vigilantly. Thus, this vigilance leads those

with a prevention focus to view abstract imagery as riskier. In

contrast, promotion‐focused consumers favor abstract (vs. represen-

tational) imagery as abstraction can represent greater movement
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beyond the status quo, given promotion‐focused consumers' more

global and eager mindsets.

Finally, we show that types of imagery can be a mechanism of

persuasion. Thus, beyond more conventional methods of persuasion,

like product quality, uniqueness relative to competitive products, or

pricing, imagery types can draw consumers toward a product and

increase relevant responses toward that product (i.e., purchase

intentions or WTP). Importantly, such responses also include

the pursuit of health goals, as evidenced in Study 3. Our findings

are insightful for theory as prior scholarship has primarily examined

the persuasiveness of representational imagery or various color

effects of representational imagery only (i.e., Lee et al., 2014, 2016),

leaving abstract imagery largely ignored.

8.2 | Managerial and consumer implications

Marketing managers should find the results of the present study

applicable to marketing messages for an array of products across

various online platforms, such as Facebook, Instagram, and websites,

as well as for signage, packaging, and other elements of brick‐and‐

mortar stores. Generally, managers should consider whether their

products/services/stores are more aligned with a promotion or a

prevention focus (either through message framing or through target

markets) and then select representational or abstract images that

support that focus. Market segmentation strategies can identify

demographic groups that are more likely to be prevention‐ or

promotion‐focused. For example, younger consumers (i.e., the

Millennial and Gen Z generations) are more promotion‐focused and

thus may respond more positively to abstract images (i.e., augmented

reality lenses), whereas consumers of older generations (i.e., the War

Baby Generation and Baby Boomers) might form more positive

responses to representational imagery. In relation to the younger

generations, organizations could provide abstract elements by

altering images via traditional marketing communications or creating

augmented reality lenses for use on social media platforms such as

SnapChat or TikTok (Hall, 2017; Sallomi, 2018; Talbot, 2019). The

latter may be of particular interest, given Gen Z's high importance on

creative digital expression (JWT Intelligence and Snap, 2019).

Importantly, while the above studies tested a variety of products

to establish external generalizability, managers should be able to

apply the resultant insights to product contexts that were not directly

observed in this study yet involve the potential for regulatory

message framing. For example, financial products and securities often

involve a high degree of risk (potentially triggering a prevention focus

more commonly than a promotion focus), so consumers seeing

imagery for those products would likely be more responsive to

marketing messages that display representational images, especially if

those images are positive. Similarly, marketing messages for medical

products, such as prescription or over‐the‐counter drugs, devices,

and procedures, are often framed to help consumers avoid adverse

health risks, which may lead to better responses with neutral or

positive representational imagery. Conversely, health supplements,

weight loss products, and exercise equipment are implements that

help with achieving personal dreams and aspirations of a healthier or

slimmer/toned body. As such, neutral abstract imagery may be better

for those kinds of products. Similarly, environmentally friendly

products and biodegradable containers/materials move beyond the

status quo to the aspirational fulfillment of wishes for an extra-

ordinary natural environment and thus may realize benefits from the

use of neutral abstract imagery.

Managers should also consider the personalities of their brands

and adopt imagery strategies accordingly. For example, brands may

be classified as leaning toward either a prevention or a promotion

focus (Kim & Sung, 2013), which may indicate that representational

or abstract imagery should be used more often in brand communica-

tions. The use of such tactics should prove helpful as more than 50%

of Americans report feeling lonely (Cigna, 2018), and brand

communities can help fill the void (Karpis, 2018). However, research

(i.e., Zhou et al., 2012) shows such communities are effective when

the community traits (i.e., promotion‐ vs. prevention‐focused

consumers) match the brand traits (i.e., regulatory focus brand

personality and imagery used within the community by the brand). Of

course, brand managers should also consider the given product and

objectives of communication (i.e., positioning relative to the status

quo or the given message frame to be adopted) when utilizing

imagery in specific situations.

The above findings also provide valuable insights for social

marketing and public policy. Namely, while most of our studies

focused on financial outcomes for brands (i.e., WTP), we also

demonstrate that matching imagery type with the appropriate

regulatory frame can enhance social initiatives—in this case, making

better health decisions and donating to charity. This finding should

prove important when designing social marketing campaigns by

ensuring that promotion‐focused (prevention‐focused) messages or

consumers likely to be in a promotion‐focused (prevention‐focused)

mindset are matched with abstract (representational) imagery. This

may also help ongoing campaigns. For example, the FDA recently

developed an antismoking campaign that features an animated

character called “My Little Lungs” (Jardine, 2017). The campaign is

more abstract and relies upon prevention‐framed messages to warn

teens about the dangers of smoking. Given our findings above, it may

be of use to explore if such campaigns would prove more successful

if the message frames and types of imagery are matched.

Finally, when imagery includes positive (i.e., a whole, healthy‐

looking heart) or negative (i.e., a broken or damaged heart) elements,

managers should ensure regulatory focus is matched with the correct

imagery type to enhance outcomes. For example, if an organization is

promoting health insurance, and the message is targeted toward

those with a prevention focus or has a prevention‐focused frame (i.e.,

avoiding health risks), imagery selected for the ad should be positive

(i.e., an individual happily playing) regardless of imagery type (i.e.,

representational or abstract). In contrast, if the message is targeted

toward promotion‐focused consumers or includes a promotion‐

focused message frame (i.e., achieving health goals), managers should

either use abstract, negatively valanced imagery (i.e., an individual
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with a sad expression wearing a cast) or representational, positively

valanced imagery (i.e., an individual with a happy expression and no

indicators of broken bones).

8.3 | Limitations and future research directions

While the above studies offer important insights, we acknowledge the

following limitations. First, while some studies were conducted in a

laboratory or online field setting, almost all studies were based on

hypothetical scenarios and relied on self‐report measures. Thus, future

research should test the effects in a brick‐and‐mortar field setting, which

can be achieved through in‐store signage as well as individual product

packaging, and utilize actual behaviors as dependent variables. Second, to

the best of our knowledge, we are the first to operationalize departure

from the status quo. While the items that make up the scale were

developed based on the definition of status quo, future research should

further validate the scale items and test across various contexts. Third, all

manipulations were of static imagery; future research could investigate

whether the effects hold for dynamic imagery (i.e., commercials). Fourth,

and relatedly, while several studies did include imagery of a focal product,

future research should explore product‐related imagery to a greater

extent to identify possible moderators (i.e., do the effects change by

product type?).

Fifth, we used a filter to abstract images, which is likely to appeal to

practitioners as filters are a less expensive yet still viable means of

creating abstract images (i.e., hiring artists or designers could become

quite expensive and not be any more advantageous to the firm). This

approach also ensured that the manipulations were more directly

comparable in their design and contents outside of their level of

abstraction. However, future research could explore other forms of

abstract images, which may be less subtle than the manipulations used in

our study. Sixth, in all studies but one (Study 2), the imagery was the focal

point. Future research should test representational and abstract imagery

in a context in which the imagery is not the primary aspect for evaluation

to determine whether the findings are consistent. Seventh, though we

show that the effects hold when regulatory focus is induced through

message framing, additional replications across various contexts could

show greater reliability in message framing as a strategy for achieving fit

with representational versus abstract imagery, which would expand the

contribution to verbal and nonverbal combined means of achieving

regulatory fit. Eighth, in the process of abstracting the representational

images, there were slight differences in color balance. While we have

ruled out saturation and brightness as alternative explanations, we note

these differences as potential limitations. Finally, we acknowledge that

our samples were from a Western country; future research should

determine whether the results are consistent in other countries/cultures,

especially given cross‐cultural differences in regulatory focus.

Beyond addressing the above limitations, future research could also

use the findings of the present study to respond to the call by Kim et al.

(2018) to identify contexts that activate either status maintenance or

status advancement for more luxury‐themed products. For example, it

may be that message framing with a prevention (promotion) focus, and

representational (abstract) images are influential in igniting either status

maintenance or status advancement. An interesting line of inquiry in this

vein would be to examine how different individual variables, such as

religiosity, may serve as moderating constructs in these relationships.

Perhaps the strength of religiosity, due to a core belief in humility and/or

avoidance of showiness or excess, suppresses the relationship between

promotion focus and abstract images in favor of status maintenance

rather than status advancement. Likewise, it may be that the economic

environment plays a pivotal role, such that consumers facing potential

layoffs or downsizing may opt for status maintenance, regardless of

message framing or the displayed image.

Future research should also investigate the role of regulatory

focus framing and representational/abstract images on engagement

with hedonic content by sponsored influencer marketing messages

(Hughes et al., 2019). It is possible that hedonic content suppresses

the relationship between a prevention focus and representational

images on downstream responses by reducing engagement. Research

should also investigate intervening individual difference variables in

this relationship (i.e., age, imagery preferences, gender).

8.4 | Conclusion

Visual imagery is one of the most important methods of communicating

with consumers (Burns et al., 1993; Rossiter & Percy, 1980) and has

received considerable attention both within industry and academia (i.e.,

Lee et al., 2014; Uusitalo et al., 2012), but representational versus

abstract imagery remain underexamined. Given the growing use of these

different forms of imagery by consumers and practitioners (Ferrell, 2019;

Gibson, 2019; Griner, 2019a, 2019b; Hall, 2017; Joy et al., 2014;

Naiman, 2018; Silbert, 2019; Webby Awards, 2019) and the role of

regulatory focus in consumer‐related information processing

(Higgins, 1997; Kareklas et al., 2012; Kim & Sung, 2013; Lee &

Aaker, 2004), our work adds to the growing literature on visual imagery

in marketing. We hope that our findings lead to further inquiry into how

representational and abstract imagery affect consumer perceptions and

behavior, which would offer value to both theory and practice alike.
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